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Workplace bullying occurs in almost all workplaces, regardless of the industry. 
However, it is more prevalent in workplaces with visible structural power imbalances. 
The retail sector is one of the industries where structural power imbalances are visible. 
From top management to subordinate employees on the floor, the power one holds 
depend on the position one is in. Based on the ideas held by Black feminists, that 
Black women’s experiences need to be documented, and given the limited research 
that has been done on Black women retail workers and their experiences of workplace 
bullying, this research aimed to close that knowledge gap. A qualitative research 
approach was used to guide the study. A purposive sampling method was used to 
select participants of the study, and snowball sampling was used to locate the 
participants. Six open-ended interviews were done to collect data from the 
participants. It was found that indeed Black women in the retail sector experience 
workplace bullying, and usually they stay in the toxic working environment because of 
the need to make money to support their families. The women who are bullied then 
find ways to cope with the bullying. Seven themes were identified through thematic 
analysis of the data. The themes illustrate that Black women in subordinate positions 
in the retail sector are more vulnerable to workplace bullying because of the 
intersection amongst their class, race and gender. These women are bullied by their 
managers or supervisors in the store because they are women and Black. For future 
research, it is recommended that a larger sample will offer more insight into the issue 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1. Overview 
Bullying happens in various social contexts (Hershcovis and Reich 2013), and it is 
sensible to acknowledge that the context plays a part in allowing, encouraging, or 
hastening the bullying (Salin 2003; Pauksztat and Salin 2019). Workplace bullying 
takes place in a context where managers are obliged to create working environments 
which foster mutual respect among employees (Cleary et al. 2009). Mutual respect 
between managers and employees in the workplace reduces the chances of bullying 
(Cleary et al. 2009). Research indicates that workplace bullying is prevalent in 
workplaces with power imbalances, and that these power imbalances fuel workplace 
bullying (Branch et al. 2013; Bulutlar and Oz 2009; Lutgen-Sandvik 2005; Pietersen 
2007). These power imbalances allow for those in subordinate positions to be more 
vulnerable to bullying because those with power to manage can misuse their power 
(Kenny 2018; Query and Hanley 2010).  
Even though there are knowledge gaps with regard to workplace bullying and Black 
women in retail, other sectors have been studied. For example, a quantitative study 
which focused on mining, financial, government, manufacturing, and academic 
workplaces as well as call centres in South Africa found that 31.1% of the total sample 
reported that they had experienced workplace bullying (Cunniff and Mostert 2012). 
Workplace bullying has economic as well as social costs; however, the biggest cost is 
to the individuals who are experiencing the bullying (UNISON n.d.). As a result, 
employees are forced to come up with coping strategies to deal with the bullying that 
they experience (Karatuna 2015; Lutgen-Sandvik 2005). These coping strategies may 
include confrontation of the bully by the victim as well as avoiding the bully (Karatuna 
2015) and positive thinking to focus energy away from the bully (Devonish 2013). 
Some of the ways in which employees deal with workplace bullying in South Africa 
include passive actions such as absenteeism and late coming caused by loss of 
interest in the job as a result of being bullied (Botha 2008). Reliance on religion and 
spirituality (Dill 2020; Kelly 2004) and collegial support have also been found to help 
employees cope with workplace bullying (Nielsen et al. 2020).  
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Although workplace bullying is considered a danger to the psychological well-being of 
those being bullied, as well as a possible cause of stress to them (Rayner 1998), 
workers have a tendency to use the term workplace bullying to include acts that might 
not fit into normative understandings of workplace bullying (Caponecchia and Wyatt 
2011).  In order for an act to count as bullying in the workplace, it has to be done 
repeatedly, be unreasonable, and potentially cause harm to the individual being bullied 
(Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Tehrani 2012). Some examples of acts that may count 
as workplace bullying include intimidation, name-calling or insults, social and physical 
isolation (which may include withholding information from them or preventing them 
from accessing the information they need in the workplace), and overworking the 
worker (which includes setting impossible deadlines for them as well as excessive 
disruption of their work) (Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Einarsen et al. 2003). 
According to Caponecchia and Wyatt (2011), for an act to be considered workplace 
bullying, it has to be intentional.   
A practical example of workplace bullying is put forward by Lagrange (2010), who 
describes the experience of Makoti Mmatswana Emma who was unfairly dismissed 
from work. Makoti, was called insubordinate because she had refused to entertain or 
give in to her director’s sexual advances. When Makoti did not give in to the sexual 
harassment, her director then started emotionally bullying her: he stopped talking to 
her directly, and made it clear that she would not advance in the organization. He even 
withheld information from her about opening applications for a permanent post for the 
position she had been acting in. She found out anyway, applied for the job and was 
not appointed in it. This is when Makoti realised she had to report the sexual 
harassment case, which she won because the claims of her being insubordinate were 
false, and were just her manager’s plot to force her to accept his sexual advances and 
to justify bullying her.  
1.2. Problem statement 
Makoti’s experience, shared above, is just one of many examples that prove that 
workplace bullying exists and is a phenomenon worth studying. Furthermore, research 
on workplace bullying that has been conducted over the past three decades has 
shown that it is disturbing and a major social problem both for employees and 
workplaces in which it exists (Nielsen al. 2012). However, literature shows that a lot of 
3 
 
research in South Africa focus on the definitions as well as conceptualisations of 
workplace bullying and pay little attention to documenting the victims’ experiences of 
workplace bullying (Cunniff and Mostert 2012; Smit 2014).  According to Cunniff and 
Mostert (2012), 31.1% of workers report to have been bullied at one point or another. 
However, the study does not document these workers’ experiences. Again, most 
studies done on workplace bullying do not focus specifically on Black women, let alone 
those who work in the retail sector (see, for example, Bernstein 2016; Botha 2008; 
Cunniff and Mostert 2012; Karatuna 2015; Motsei 2016; Pietersen 2007; Smit 2014). 
The studies mentioned above show that a large number of studies on workplace 
bullying do not focus on the particular experiences of Black women. This constitutes 
a knowledge gap in available literature that this study aims to fill.   
1.3. Study Aims and Objectives  
This study aimed to explore Black women retail workers’ experiences of workplace 
bullying. Therefore, the study's research question is: How is workplace bullying 
experienced and understood by Black women retail workers in Johannesburg?  
The objectives that the researcher used to guide this study included:  
 To examine how workplace bullying is understood by Black women retail 
workers.  
 To examine the experiences of workplace bullying by Black women retail 
workers.  
 To analyse the different strategies used by Black women retail workers to 
counter workplace bullying.  
 To determine and comprehend the actions that the managers engage in at work 
that the Black women working in the retail industry interpret as bullying. 
1.4. Structure of the Study 
This report consists of five chapters. The first chapter has introduced the study to the 
reader by giving a brief background on the concept of workplace bullying and Black 
women working in the retail sector. The second chapter offers the reader a literature 
review, which outlines what is known about how Black women experience workplace 
bulling as well as how they cope with it. The chapter also explains the theoretical 
frameworks that the researcher used to ground this study, namely intersectionality, 
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Black feminism and Marxist feminism. The third chapter describes the methods that 
the researcher used to conduct the study. A qualitative approach was used to conduct 
this study because it involved data collection methods which allowed the research 
participants to speak about their experiences in detail. The fourth chapter gives an 
analysis of the findings that the researcher collected using in-depth interviews with the 
participants in order to find out more about their experiences of workplace bullying. 
The findings are presented in seven themes, which attempt to illuminate the research 
question. The fifth chapter concludes the study. Here, the researcher offers a summary 
of the findings. This final chapter discusses how the objectives were met, and provides 
a conclusion on the aim of the study. The researcher also provides recommendations 
based on the specific findings of the study, as well as recommendations for future 
studies on the topic.  
The dissertation will show that, contrary to what has been found before on how 
employees understand workplace bullying, it was found that Black women working in 
the retail sector; who were interviewed for this study, understand workplace bullying 




Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
2.1. Introduction 
Psychologist Heinz Leymann first identified bullying in the workplace in the 1980s, and 
labelled it as being “workplace mobbed” (Einarsen et al. 2003). Workplace bullying 
exists in most organisations regardless of their size, location or sector (Einarsen et al. 
2003). It generally refers to aggressive and unwelcome behaviour towards an 
employee (Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Pietersen 2007; Vitkova and Zabrodska 
2014). Research indicates that workplace bullying is most prevalent in organisations 
with visible ranking systems, since the ranking systems foster power imbalances, 
which consequently fuel workplace bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik 2005; Pietersen 2007). 
Salin (2003) suggests that structures within the workplace foster a victim-perpetrator 
structure, which explains why many managers and supervisors bully their 
subordinates. Furthermore, gender and race play a role in Black women being bullied 
at work. The meanings attached to masculine and feminine characteristics leave 
women more vulnerable to being bullied at work than men (Dixson 2016; Paechter 
2011). 
This chapter provides the various definitions of workplace bullying. Furthermore, it 
outlines the different effects that workplace bullying can have both on employees who 
are being bullied and the organisations they work for. The chapter offers an 
explanation of how managers as well as supervisors may use the power they have in 
the workplace to bully subordinate Black women in the retail sector. The Black women 
who are bullied often come up with strategies to cope with the bullying directed at 
them. These strategies will be outlined here, along with the reasons the victims of 
workplace bullying choose to use certain strategies to cope with the bullying. 
Intersectionality and Black feminism were the two theoretical frameworks that were 
used to theoretically ground the study; however, Marxist feminism was also 
incorporated. A brief background on the theories will be provided along with how the 
researcher used them to theoretically ground the study. 
2.2. Defining Workplace Bullying. 
Workplace bullying means different things to different employees (though all negative) 
which Tehrani (2012) categorises into two clusters. The first category refers to 
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discrimination in the workplace on the basis of the victim’s race, sex, age, ethnicity, 
religion, disability, sexual orientation or other personal status. In this case, different 
employees experience different levels of workplace bullying. The second category 
stresses the behaviours that can potentially affect anyone’s emotions regardless of 
their status. Here, any employee can be a target of workplace bullying regardless of 
their personal status. 
Workplace bullying refers to hostile behaviour at work that occurs over long periods of 
time. It has a negative impact on the employee being bullied and on employee 
relationships as well as the organisation within which it occurs (Vitkova and Zabrodska 
2014).  Workplace bullying has also been defined as regular and well planned 
aggressive and violent behaviour directed at one or more individuals in the workplace 
(Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Pietersen 2007). These behaviours may include 
physical harm, threats, remarks that are offensive or insulting, and continuous criticism 
(Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Einarsen 2000; Einarsen et al. 2003; Kalamdien 2015), 
which may leave some long term physical or psychological harm (Mokgolo 2017). 
Bullied employees tend to use other words to describe their experiences of being 
bullied at work, such as “abused, coerced, harassed, terrorized, mobbed and 
undermined” (Tehrani 2012: 1). These multiple terms used to describe workplace 
bullying show the broad nature of the term.  
Einarsen et al. (2003) defines workplace bullying as unpleasant and negative actions 
as well as practices that are repeatedly directed towards one or more employees in 
the workplace. These actions are unwelcome to the employee being bullied, and occur 
in circumstances where the bullied employee has no power or is in a place where they 
cannot defend themselves. The actions may be done intentionally or unintentionally; 
depending on the intentions of the bully, acts of bullying are humiliating for the target, 
and this distresses them. Being bullied has been proven to cause distress and 
deficiencies in occupational, social, and other aspects of functioning (Nielsen al. 2012; 
Smit 2014; Tehrani 2012). This means that people who are being bullied at work over 
some length of time tend to develop issues with their functioning due to the stressful 
situation they encounter at work.  
For actions to be regarded as bullying they need to meet the following criteria: the 
target needs to perceive the act as unwanted and negative; the act needs to be 
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persistent and have occurred over a long period of time; there needs to be an 
imbalance of power between the bully and the target; the act needs to be intentional, 
meaning that the bully needs to be aware that what they are doing to the target is 
regarded as bullying (Einarsen et al. 2003; Kalamdien 2015; Tehrani 2012). With that 
said, the researcher understands and concludes that any act that does not meet the 
abovementioned criteria cannot be regarded as workplace bullying. For example, if 
employee A just randomly teases employee B in a manner that embarrasses 
employee B at some point, and this does not happen consistently, employee A cannot 
be said to have bullied employee B. However, it can be argued against, as it suggests 
that mistreatment of employees is allowed, provided it does not happen consistently.  
In the previous chapter, some examples of acts that may count as workplace bullying 
were mentioned, which include intimidation; name-calling or insults; social and 
physical isolation, which may include withholding information from them or preventing 
them from accessing the information they need in the workplace; overworking the 
worker, which includes setting impossible deadlines for them; as well as excessive 
disruption of their work (Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011; Einarsen et al. 2003). 
According to Caponecchia and Wyatt (2011), for an act to be considered workplace 
bullying it has to be intentional. Tehrani (2012: 6) outlines the different forms of intent 
that may encourage workplace bullying as follows: 
• Wilful intent: the act towards the target is done with the intention of actually 
causing harm to them. This may be occupational, physical, or psychological harm 
depending on the act that the bully engages in. The bully actually calculates their move 
before they act to ensure that it fulfils what it is intended to do.  
• Instrumental intent: here, the bully acts negatively towards the target with the 
aim of achieving a certain goal. The action is not really intended to harm the target, 
but as a means to achieve the intended goal.  
• Unintentional: the bully sometimes is unaware that their behaviour could cause 
some sort of harm to the target; their actions are unintentional and do not intend to 
harm the target or to meet any goals. 
There are many different definitions of workplace bullying (Einarsen et al. 2003; 
Kalamdien 2015; Tehrani 2012; The South African Labour Guide, 2020b), but most 
important is that all of them refer to the negative interpersonal behaviours that are 
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observed in various workplaces (Tehrani 2012).  Although having a uniform definition 
of workplace bullying benefits both workers and the organisations – as this will mean 
development of a rigid policy that guides how employees are to be treated in the 
workplace (Saunders et al. 2007) –South African labour law still does not recognise 
workplace bullying in isolation from other forms of harassment. This is an issue 
because it raises questions as to what actions constitute workplace bullying in the 
South African context (Labour Protect 2012c cited in Kalamdien 2015; ILO 2003a cited 
in Smit 2014).  Currently, in South Africa, workplace bullying is regarded as an element 
of harassment; it is not seen as a separate form of stressor in the workplace. Along 
with unwelcome sexual advances and unfair discrimination, workplace bullying is 
referred to by the South African labour law as a form of harassment (Labour Protect 
2012b) 
Although workplace bullying is seen as a category of harassment in South African law, 
it remains unclear as to which acts in the workplace constitute workplace bullying; it is 
still quite unclear as to what can and what cannot be regarded as workplace bullying 
(Kalamdien 2015). This poses a problem because if there is no specified legal 
definition of the actions that constitute workplace bullying, it makes it difficult for the 
employees to report bullying at work. It is therefore argued that, just like racial and 
sexual harassment, which are clearly differentiated in the South African context, 
workplace bullying should also get a description that distinguishes it from all the other 
forms of harassment (McMahon 2000; Porteous 2002). This is to say that workplace 
bullying should get enough recognition in the workplace just as any other form of 
workplace harassment. As it stands, it is quite confusing what constitutes workplace 
bullying (Porteous 2002).  After all, workplace bullying could be three to four times 
more widespread in the workplace than the well-recognised forms of harassment 
(Namie 2003).  
In South Africa, a single incident where an employee is harassed in the workplace can 
be deemed a case of harassment (Labour Protect 2012b). However, a single incident 
in the workplace where an employee is bullied cannot be deemed as workplace 
bullying because it lacks the consistency that comes with the declaration of acts as 
workplace bullying (Einarsen et al. 2003). With workplace bullying, an act needs to be 
done consistently overtime before it can be regarded as workplace bullying 
(Kalamdien 2015). This poses an issue because if the bully in the workplace bullies 
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different people on different occasions, this means that they might go unpunished 
considering the fact that they do not consistently bully the same person over a long 
period of time.  
Workplace bullying occurs more often than people think, and it can be costly for the 
companies in which it exists (UNISON n.d.). Not only does it make life horrendous for 
those who are exposed to or experience it, it also weakens the organisations’ 
possibilities for maximising profit (Caponecchia and Wyatt 2011). When an employee 
is being bullied at work, their interest in the job decreases due to the stress of being 
bullied (Rayner 1998); and in turn they become less productive. Issues of power 
relations in the workplace play a role in subordinate employees being bullied by their 
managers or supervisors (Pietersen 2007).  
The following section discusses the literature on how Black women experience 
workplace bullying in the retail sector. 
2.3. Black Women in the Retail Sector and Workplace Bullying.  
Generally, women leave the household to find paying jobs to avoid poverty and 
dependence on men. Not being dependent on men allows women to be free from 
economic abuse that usually comes with being solely dependent on men (Gilman 
1998). Although women find wage work as an option to achieve independence, South 
African women made up only 43.8% of total employees in the second quarter of 2018. 
Most of those captured occupied low skilled jobs (Department: Women 2015 cited in 
Malgas 2017). These include domestic worker, technician, and clerk. Other female 
dominated jobs include retail work (Statistics SA 2018a). 
The retail sector generally employs more women than men globally, with a women to 
men ratio of 60:40. The retail sector is a US$50 billion annual turnover industry that 
employs about 25 million people globally, and 60% of that 25 million are women 
(Gupte 2018). The 60% encompasses women at all positional levels. One of the main 
reasons women seek employment in the retail sector is economic freedom (Gilman 
1998), as mentioned already. However, the stores prefer hiring women more than men 
because women are generally regarded as assets in such organisations. Women are 
considered to have more value than men because they offer higher service standards. 
Furthermore, women are considered good at interpreting consumer mood, which 
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increases profit ratings in the store because customers will keep coming back to buy 
owing to the good service they receive (Gupte 2018).  
Due to their caring disposition, women generally have a better display of emotional 
labour than men which makes it advantageous to have them as employees on a 
customer cantered sector like the retail sector. As Du Toit (2012) puts it, the showing 
of emotions is very valuable and important to employees in organisations which 
provide services to customers. This is because this display of emotions increases and 
modifies the value of the organisation commercially, and it also leads to a rise in sales, 
which means that the organisation then makes more money. 
Race and gender play a role in Black women having less power in the workplace. 
Although anyone stands a chance of being bullied at work, those who are belong to 
groups considered vulnerable based on their class, race and gender stand higher 
chances of being bullied at work (Lewis and Gunn 2007).  In addition to the fact that 
they are women and Black, Black women working in the retail industry may be bullied 
by their managers on the expectation that they will not speak out. This is because they 
greatly need the job, and their low-level skills set does not make it easy for them to 
find other jobs. Furthermore, their limited structural power in the workplace places 
them in positions where they do not have much bargaining power; they do not have 
the power to negotiate how they should be treated in the workplace. This is because 
they occupy low skilled jobs in a country with high rates of unemployment (Kenny 
2018).   
In the following sections, I will unpack various elements of this positioning of women 
in the South African retail workplace through discussions of gender, race and power.   
2.4. Gender and Workplace Bullying 
Gender is a concept that was socially constructed to differentiate women and men in 
various areas of the social context, and is one of the basic ways in which individuals 
organise social life (Ashraf 2018). Most workplaces contain some sort of status issue 
where treatment of employees varies depending on their age, race, and gender 
(Kumra 2014). This could explain why Black women working in the retail industry are 
vulnerable to bullying. Issues of masculinity and femininity also play a role in the 
bullying of workers. Women are generally portrayed as weak whereas men are 
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portrayed as strong (Ellemers 2018; Gordon-Seifert 2017). Therefore, the meanings 
attached to these masculine and feminine characteristics leave women more 
vulnerable to being bullied at work than men (Dixson 2016; Paechter 2011).  
Femininities and masculinities prescribe gender identities (Ashraf 2018). These refer 
to the extent to which people identify themselves as masculine or feminine, providing 
the meanings attached to being male or female (Dixson 2016; Pleck 1975). Femininity 
as well as masculinity are rooted in social constructions as opposed to biological ones. 
Gender stereotypes attached to femininities and masculinities contain psychological 
traits that are attached to being male or female; they stress that a certain gender is 
attached to certain activities (Kharbe 2016). Generally, women, who are considered 
feminine are also seen as weaker than men, and this could leave them more 
vulnerable than men to being bullied in the workplace. When the race factor is added 
into the equation, it strengthens the basis of vulnerability to being bullied. This is why 
this research is focusing specifically on Black women who work in the retail sector. 
This group of women appear to be more vulnerable to workplace bullying, and they 
are less studied in the South African context (Cunniff and Mostert 2012; Smit 2014). 
Few studies done on workplace bullying focus specifically on Black women, let alone 
those that work in the retail sector (Bernstein 2016; Botha 2008; Cunniff and Mostert 
2012; Karatuna 2015; Motsei 2016; Pietersen 2007; Smit 2014).  
Patriarchy also seems to play a role in the bullying of Black women at work. Patriarchy 
is a political-social system that claims that males are inherently dominant, and 
therefore above everything and everyone else, and which reinforces this dominance 
through males’ use of violence in some cases (hooks 2015). It is a system of social 
structures as well as practices whereby men control, subjugate, and exploit women 
(Walby 1990). Patriarchy “literally means rule of the father in a male-dominated family” 
(Ray n.d: 1). Patriarchal tendencies are often used in the workplace to dominate others 
and get ahead (hooks 2015). The concept of patriarchy helps in explaining workplace 
bullying by giving a foundation from which this bullying may stem. Patriarchal 
behaviour is primarily learnt in a family where the man is regarded as the head of the 
family, and the man is in control of women’s sexuality, labour, and production, 
reproduction, and movement (Ray n.d). Men from patriarchal families are conditioned 
to believe that they hold absolute power over women (Uberoi 2005). 
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However, just like men, women can also be committed to patriarchal thinking and 
action. Chaudhuri (2004) does not accept the notion that men are the principal 
oppressors, and says that women also play a role in enforcing patriarchal systems. 
Patriarchal thinking shapes the values of our culture. Therefore, we do not have to 
grow up around a male figure in the house for us to be taught patriarchy; the female 
elder in the house is very much capable of teaching that. In order for us to recognise 
that both men and women support patriarchy, we need to pay attention to the role that 
women play in reinforcing this patriarchal system (hooks 2015). Therefore, it is the 
responsibility of both men and women to dismantle the system that continues to 
oppress women and leaves them vulnerable to all sorts of abuse (Ray n.d.), including 
workplace bullying. Patriarchal violence refers to the use of violence by the patriarchal 
individual to reinforce their dominance over others. The individual with authority is 
deemed a ruler over those without power and is given an opportunity to maintain that 
authority status through practices of “subjugation, subordination, and submission” 
(hooks 2015). 
Patriarchy is often enforced in the workplace because it is seen as a ticket to get 
ahead. Managers with patriarchal tendencies mistreat employees who are below them 
in an attempt to get ahead in the workplace (hooks 2015). Most patriarchal ideas are 
blinded to the difference between sex and gender, and accept that the socio-economic 
as well as political differences between men and women are imbedded in biological 
makeup or physical appearance (Heywood 2003). Those that are patriarchal in nature 
are often seen as strong and capable of leading because that is what our society has 
been conditioned to think. In this case it can be either a man or woman (Chaudhuri 
2004). Society holds the idea that the more hostile you are and the more people are 
scared of you, the further you will make it in life. Bullying Black women in the retail 
sector comes with somewhat of a sense of entitlement and authority. The managers 
often feel that it is okay to treat these women in a hostile way because the women will 
not do anything about it (hooks 2015). However, this research attempts to get Black 
women working in retail to talk about their experiences of being bullied at work, so as 
to figure out how they cope and how labour policy can be influenced to protect those 
more vulnerable to workplace bullying.  
Although there have been transformations in men’s domination in the workplace, they 
still control the symbolic operations of the workplace and still dominate the positions 
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of authority in most companies. Brockbank and Airley (1994) as well as Harris et al. 
(2007) state that the retail sector is dominated by women, but it is managed and 
controlled mostly by men. Most labour processes are controlled by men, and these 
men tend to use their knowledge of these processes to look down on the power that 
managers in junior and middle management positions have (Bradley 1989). This just 
goes to show that although women occupy managerial positions in stores, there is 
usually a superior power – usually a man – who controls how the store is run. For 
instance, after conducting research in Australia to determine gender differences in the 
retail sector, Broadbridge et al. (2007) found that some women were employed in 
managerial positions, but these women were most likely to be in junior or middle 
management positions. Looking into issues of gender allows the research to have a 
gender base that suggests that when men are in power, it seems to fuel the bullying 
of Black women because of the gendered preconception that women are weak, and 
much weaker if they are Black. 
2.5. Race and Workplace Bullying. 
“Labour and Blackness are bound so tightly into one another ideologically and 
materially in South Africa” (Kenny 2018: 2). Black South Africans usually occupy low-
paying unskilled jobs (Seekings 2003; Burger and Jafta 2006). Retail work is 
predominantly occupied by a Black, female, low-wage, and low-skill service workforce. 
Around the world, including South Africa, retail work is often described as low-waged, 
precarious and filled by women, and mostly Black women (Chan 2011; Coulter 2014; 
Grugulis and Bozkurt 2011; Lichtenstein 2006; Luce 2013).  
Although anyone stands a chance of being bullied at work (Archer 1999), those who 
are regarded as minorities in both race and gender classifications are at a higher risk 
of being bullied (Lewis and Gunn 2007). This is because those in minority groups 
mostly occupy subordinate positions in the workplace. Thompson et al. (2013) argue 
that the most common kind of workplace bullying is that where the managers or 
supervisors bully employees in subordinate positions. It is acknowledged that women 
often find themselves vulnerable to bullying by their line managers as well as 
supervisors (Thompson et al. 2007). In a study that was conducted by Lewis and Gunn 
(2007) to determine the intensity of bullying in 13 organisations in the public sector in 
South Wales, it was found that women, especially those in minority groups, were 
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bullied: 24% of women were bullied compared to 17% of men. Furthermore, 35% of 
those bullied were ethnic minorities, mostly Black. This is compared to only 9% Whites 
who reported bullying (Lewis and Gunn 2007). After conducting research on workplace 
bullying in South Africa, Cunniff and Mostert (2012) found that there was only one 
study that stated the frequency of workplace bullying in South Africa.  This study was 
done by the Work Dignity Institute in 2000, and it found that 77.8% of South Africans 
had been bullied at work (WorkTrauma 2010). The results of the study did not break 
down the prevalence of workplace bullying according to race or gender. 
Research that was conducted by Cunniff and Mostert (2012) in different categories of 
employment in South Africa’s various sectors of the economy, found that Blacks were 
indeed in the firing line when it comes to being bullied at work. The study aimed to 
determine the negative effects that come from being bullied at work, and furthermore 
whether there is a relationship between one’s vulnerability to bullying and one’s socio-
demographic characteristics. It was found that Black employees experienced higher 
levels of bullying than their White, Coloured and Indian counterparts (Cunniff and 
Mostert 2012). 
2.6. Issues of Power and Workplace Bullying. 
Research indicates that workplace bullying is prevalent in workplaces with visible 
ranking systems that foster power imbalances, and that these power imbalances fuel 
workplace bullying (Branch et al. 2013; Bulutlar and Oz 2009; Lutgen-Sandvik 2005; 
Pietersen 2007). These power imbalances allow for those in subordinate positions to 
be more vulnerable to being bullied at work by those whose power is used to diminish 
others (Query and Hanley 2010). This means that whenever there are power 
imbalances in the workplace, those who occupy high ranks and have more power are 
more likely to bully those who have less power and occupy lower ranks. This is not to 
say that bullying does not occur between employees of the same ranks. However, it 
is plausible to say that it becomes more toxic if the one bullying the other has more 
power; it shows some sense of entitlement that comes with the bullying. Given the 
limited power Black women generally have, they tend to experience workplace bullying 
more often (Kenny 2018), and this also happens in the retail industry.  
As it has been already stated above, following Kumra (2014), that most workplaces 
have some sort of status issue where treatment of employees varies depending on 
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their age, race, or gender, and that this could explain why Black women working in the 
retail industry are vulnerable to bullying: they lack power owing to their status in the 
workplace. Power imbalances in the workplace fuel workplace bullying because those 
with power feel that they can use their power to bully those in subordinate positions 
(Branch et al. 2013; Bulutlar and Oz 2009; Lutgen-Sandvik 2005; Pietersen 2007). 
Tehrani (2012: 5) identifies the forms of power that exist in the workplace and which 
form possible grounds for employees being bullied at work: 
• Positional power: this form of power comes with a person’s rank in the 
workplace. Managers and supervisors have positional power over subordinate 
employees, and tend to use that power to bully the employees. This power that 
managers and supervisors have can be used to delineate unfair boundaries or to 
execute unfair rules affecting one or more employees. For example, managers in a 
retail store may instruct employees to go to the bathroom only during their lunch time. 
This forms a rule that affects employees because they do not get to choose when to 
go to the bathroom, and can be regarded as bullying. 
• Relationship power: this form of power in the workplace involves grouping 
employees according to race, ethnicity, or gender. Often times, those who are not part 
of a certain powerful group tend to be treated unfairly, having their rights and freedom 
taken away from them. For example, a store that consists mainly of White female 
employees who group themselves according to race may create a vulnerability to 
being bullied for Black women because they outside the group. This also goes to show 
that bullying can occur amongst employees themselves if some employees establish 
some sort of power over the others. 
• Resources power: having access to resources in the workplace is quite 
significant. These resources can range from access to technological devices to 
complete a task and contact with senior management in the organization to time 
needed to complete a certain task. Once an employee is denied resource power, they 
are being bullied at work. For example, if Black woman working in retail are not 
provided with all the resources they need to complete a task, but are required to 
complete the task anyway, they are being bullied at work by whomever is depriving 
them access to resources that will allow them to be productive in the workplace.  
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• Psychological power: some employees in the workplace, regardless of their 
position, are capable of recognizing a person’s psychological weakness. These 
employees then use this weakness to bully the target. For example, if one employee 
knows about a traumatic experience that happened to the target, and continuously re-
enacts that traumatic experience, this can be regarded as bullying.  
• Knowledge power: this form of power involves withholding or delaying important 
information. Some managers tend not to inform employees about some important 
things that need to be done just so that the employees can be caught in some form of 
trouble. Withholding information about things such as applications for promotions can 
also be seen as a form of workplace bullying. 
• Delegated power: Here, one employee or manager uses another employee to 
bully the target. This can also be influenced by the type of relationship that the proxy 
holder has with the main bully. For example, if employee A is close to the manager, 
the manager may sometimes use them to bully employee B. Employee A will get 
instructions from the manager on what to do to employee B; although he/she does not 
do it directly, the manager can still be said to be bullying employee B. Sometimes 
managers use their positional power to delegate power to other employees to bully the 
target. 
• Personality power: Some individuals have a personality that makes them quite 
intimidating. They have in them the presence that makes it hard for those around them 
to challenge them or their actions. Managers usually carry this form of power, and 
sometimes use it to bully the employees. They know that they are authority figures 
and workers below them respect that so much that they will hardly question managers’ 
behaviour towards them.  
Power is an important aspect when looking at issues of workplace bullying, because 
without it, workers would not bully each other. One employee needs to have power 
over the other, regardless of its nature, to be able to use that power to bully others. 
Employees have fallouts all the time in the workplace, but if workers on the same level 
argue about something or have some form of conflict, it cannot be regarded as 
workplace bullying. However, if the fallout or conflict is between employees when one 
employee has power over the other, then the one with power can be said to be bullying 
the other. Managers tend to be the main holders of power in an organisation; hence 
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many bullying cases are between an employee and the manager, with the manager 
being the bully and the employee the target (Tehrani 2012).  
This report focuses on these kinds of bullying, and looks mostly into positional-power-
induced bullying of Black women retail workers by their managers.  
2.7. Coping with Workplace Bullying 
Coping strategies aid the employees who experience workplace bullying to maintain 
job satisfaction as well as healthy physical and psychological well-being (Morris and 
Long 2002). This is to say, when one is being bullied at work and finds strategies to 
cope with the bullying, one is more likely to maintain order in one’s life. Workplace 
bullying has some negative effects on the employee who experiences it. These may 
include, amongst others, distress, anxiety, sleep disturbances, loss of self-esteem and 
self-confidence and feelings of isolation, as well as depression in extreme cases 
(Botha 2008; Safe Work Australia 2016; SAgov 2007; Smit 2014). The consequences 
that come with being bullied differ amongst individuals, and the nature and harshness 
of the act of bullying determines how the employee being bullied will respond to and 
cope with the bullying (Nielsen and Einarsen 2012 cited in Bernstein and Trimm 2016). 
Research that was conducted by Karatuna (2015) found that employees who are being 
bullied avoid the bullying at first, and when they see that it is continuing they confront 
the bully. They then seek support from other individuals in the organisation if 
confronting the bully does not make him/her stop, and if that fails they then use 
destructive coping. The final stage of coping involves the victim of the bullying leaving 
the organisation. It was found that 18 out of 20 participants opted to leave the 
organisation after they had tried other coping mechanisms (Karatuna 2015). 
Insubordination is one of the destructive ways that employees who are being bullied 
at work use to resist being bullied (Lutgen-Sandvik 2005). 
Sulea (2013) defines insubordination as noncompliance by the subordinate with the 
orders that are given by individuals in higher authorities. According to the South 
African Labour Guide (2020a) and Francis (2019), insubordination in the workplace is 
not always deliberate or calculated by the worker. However, there are always reasons 
behind the act. Sometimes it is just a reaction to bullying that those in subordinate 
positions face at work (Lutgen-Sandvik 2006). Research that was conducted by 
Pietersen (2007) at an unnamed company in South Africa to find out how the 
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employees experienced workplace bullying found that the managers, both male and 
female, primarily used indirect negative acts such as spreading rumours about the 
employee as well as verbal remarks to bully the employee. One employee reported 
that her manager constantly called her incompetent, but refused her an opportunity to 
go for training so that she could become competent. The employee said: “He said I 
am incompetent, but I was not allowed to attend the training course” (Pietersen 2007: 
61). This doesn’t seem fair to the employee who was called incompetent because if 
she was really as incompetent as her manager said she was, she should have been 
given a chance to go for training so that she could become better at her job. 
To cope with being bullied, some employees ignore the bullying because they needed 
the job. One resistance technique that employees used was to leave the organisation, 
or to be transferred to other departments (Pietersen 2007). None of them actually 
resorted to insubordination to resist the bullying. It is not easy, considering the chances 
of being unemployed. As Botha (2008) suggests, bullied employees often fantasise 
about leaving their jobs but do not leave because they are afraid of being unemployed. 
The fact that they have been constantly told that they are worthless by their managers 
plays a role in the employees’ decision to stay in these types of situation (Pietersen 
2007).  
According to MacIntosh et al. (2010), who studied workplace bullying among women 
in Canada, women used a four-stage process called the “doing work differently” 
approach to deal with being bullied at work. These four stages include: “Being 
conciliatory, Reconsidering, Reducing Interference, and Redeveloping Balance” 
(Maclntosh et.al 2010: 1). Some of the ways in which employees deal with workplace 
bullying in South Africa include some passive actions such as absenteeism from work, 
or even late-coming caused by loss of interest in the job as a result of being bullied 
(Botha 2008). This just goes to show that not only does bullying in the workplace affect 
those who are being bullied, but it also has a negative impact on productivity. When 
employees are absent from work regularly or come late due to the fact that they are 
being bullied, this lowers the productivity of the company. In terms of retail, it lowers 
the customer care capacity which in turn determines how much profit the store makes, 
depending on the sales they make.  
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A practical example of coping with being bullied at work (although not one from the 
retail sector) is that of Dineo Malatjie, whose story was narrated in Shift season 12 
episode 48, which aired in 2015 on SABC1. Dineo’s last resort in dealing with being 
bullied at work was resigning. Dineo stated that for her, the bullying started the very 
same day that she started working at the company as a junior employee. She recalled 
how she thought the bullying would eventually stop, but it did not. Instead it became 
worse as each day went by. Her bullying was mainly emotional, and every time she 
was unable to answer trick questions that her supervisor asked her, she would make 
remarks such as “Are you okay in the head?!”. Remarks such as this display the 
prevalence of workplace bullying in the form of emotional abuse. The bully makes the 
victim feel incompetent and unworthy. Dineo further spoke about how often times she 
was made to stay at work after hours, sometimes for no reason at all. One day she 
had to leave the office at 9pm because her supervisor told her she would like to see 
her, but kept stalling until it was that late. Dineo feared that if she had gone against 
her supervisor and left, she would lose her job. The bullying went on for a while and 
intensified until she could not take it anymore and decided the only way out of it was 
to resign, which she did. She mentioned how HR had failed to assist her in dealing 
with the bullying even after she reported her supervisor to them (Shift season 12, 
episode 48: workplace bullying 2015). 
2.8. Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical frameworks that were used to guide this study are intersectionality and 
feminism, particularly Black feminism. Intersectionality deals with the way in which 
discriminatory systems such as racism, class oppression, and patriarchy form 
background inequalities that structure the position of women, races, ethnicities, and 
classes. Feminism deals with resistance, with Black feminism focussing on Black 
women’s struggles, while Marxist feminism assists in understanding women’s position 
in the workplace.  
Black women often find themselves located in a space where race, class, gender and 
other oppressions intersect (Crenshaw 2000). According to Collins (1990), race, class 
and gender are the three main systems that affect Black women. The fact that they 
are Black, poor and, most importantly, female opens them up to a more severe 
reinforcement of oppressive axes that places them in an extremely subordinate 
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position in different settings of their lives, one of which is the workplace (Crenshaw 
2000). This theory was useful for the study’s attempt to understand the basis on which 
Black women working in the retail industry in Johannesburg are bullied. 
According to Crenshaw (2000: 422), intersectionality refers to the joining of several 
factors of subordination to make a double or triple discrimination. It captures the 
structural and active consequences of these triple or double subordinations. The axes 
of oppression that characterise Black women’s position reinforce each other to make 
the force oppressing these women even stronger. In attempting to understand a social 
problem, intersectionality allows for the expression of both the structural and active 
outcomes of the reciprocal influences amongst two or more areas of subordination. It 
also deals with the manner in which these discriminatory systems play a role in the 
disempowering of certain groups of people. Black women often find themselves 
located in a space where race, class, and gender oppressions intersect and these 
women often have to negotiate the “traffic” (Collins 1990: 415) that flows through the 
intersection that they are located in.  
In categorising the intersectional experience, Crenshaw (2000) states that the 
outcome for women who are intersectionally subordinate is that they are highly 
vulnerable to harsh measures on the basis of their identities. In the workplace, Black 
women are open to discrimination because they come from groups that are not 
dominant in society. A Black woman who comes from the township is already in a 
subordinate position in society because she is of a low socio-economic status. So 
when she goes to work, she automatically takes that subordinate position with her. 
Black women are excluded from jobs that are meant for women because of their race, 
and from jobs meant for Black people because of their gender (Gabriel and Schmitz 
2007). It is for these reasons that Black women end up taking any available job and 
accepting any working conditions regardless of how harmful these are to them just so 
that they can be economically independent (Gilman 1998). These women get 
mistreated in the workplace because their managers already know they need the jobs 
and will go to great lengths to keep these jobs in order to be able to support their 
families financially (Maclntosh et al. 2010). The managers bully the women into 
working much harder than they should, and they are paid very little.  
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Moreover, women are generally mistreated in the workplace. Intersectionally 
oppressed women are put in compromising positions at work. “Part of the structure of 
gender relations requires them to risk their safety to fulfil their responsibilities” 
(Crenshaw 2000: 423). Being bullied at work can be dangerous at times – some of 
these women are physically bullied – but they take their chances and stay in these 
jobs. Sometimes they stay because they alone have to carry full responsibility for their 
families. Intersectionally oppressed women who stand up against these discriminatory 
practices in any setting in society find themselves in insecure positions. In the 
workplace they risk losing their jobs if they resist being bullied by their managers or 
supervisors. However, at the same time, resistance to these form of oppression of 
women gives them an opportunity to change practices that are discriminatory and 
therefore damaging to Black women in particular.  
Intersectionality is useful in theorising the status of Black women working in the retail 
sector in South Africa because it highlights the bases on which these women are 
oppressed as they enter the workplace. Black women could be bullied at work because 
they carry with them various axes of oppressions that reinforce each other and make 
bullying them easier. Black women are at the bottom of the social ladder, and it does 
not aid the situation that they do a low skilled job such as retail work; instead, it 
oppresses them even more. 
Feminism, on the other hand, is a theory that stresses equality and has much to do 
with how one views the world as well as themselves. It is about women resisting 
patriarchy as well as the domination and exploitation that comes with it (hooks 2000).  
Woman began writing about the inequalities and prejudices in the way women are 
socially treated long before the emergence of any organisations that advocated for 
women’s rights to equality. This goes to show that women have long been questioning 
their inferior status. Only later did the term feminism emerge to conceptualise the 
actions that women take in demanding improvement in their position in the social 
sphere (Freedman 2001).  Black feminism is a form of feminism that stresses that 
Black woman’s struggles are to be understood for what they are, and therefore focuses 
specifically on Black women (Hill-Collins 2000). It has never been solely about ripping 
patriarchy apart (Brewer 2016). It focuses mostly on documenting the experiences that 
Black women face specifically because of the intersectional oppressions that they 
face. It is important that these women’s experiences be documented because they 
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define who Black women are as a group (Hill-Collins 2000). This theory helped the 
researcher to understand the grounds on which Black women working in retail, whose 
personal experiences were documented in this research, resist being bullied at work, 
using different techniques.  
One other branch of feminism that helped in understanding the bullying of Black 
women working in the retail industry is Marxist feminism. It focuses on how capitalism 
fuels women’s oppression in the workplace, and in general. The more profit the stores 
want to make, the more the women may be bullied, mostly into doing more work than 
they are contracted to do. They are coerced into working more hours than they should 
just to increase sales, and more often than not they are expected to follow such 
instructions without asking questions (Gimenez 2005). Hossain et al. (2016: 11) 
validate this by stating that “Marxist feminism highlights that the capitalist mode of 
production is one of the reasons for women’s oppression and second category status 
in society.” With that said, one can add that indeed the chase after higher profits by 
capitalist managers is one of the main reasons behind Black women working in the 
retail sector being bullied at work. “Greedy” organisations – as Flam (1993), cited in 
Bolton (2000: 156) puts it – tend to use employees’ emotions as a commodity, a means 
to profit making, and care little about how the employees feel. Marxist feminism helped 
the researcher to understand how profit making is the main priority of store owners, 
and that the drive to make as much profit as possible could be one reason that 
managers as well as supervisors bully the Black women that work in the retail industry.  
2.9. Conclusion 
Different researchers have defined the concept of workplace bullying in various ways, 
but each definition stresses hostility towards employees in the workplace. In the same 
vein, workers in the workplace attach different meanings to workplace bullying, but all 
of them stress negative and hostile behaviour. Hostile behaviours in the workplace 
that may be regarded as workplace bullying include threats, physical harm and 
constant criticism, as well as offensive or insulting remarks. Workplace bullying was 
found to cause distress and deficiencies in social, occupational, and other aspects of 
human functioning. With distress come consequences that do not only affect the 
bullied worker, but also the organisation they work for. Bullied workers often 
experience emotional and psychological problems that lead to burnout, and it is hard 
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to be productive when one is not in a good emotional state. The literature review has 
noted that there is no uniform official definition for workplace bullying in South Africa.   
Black women are often at the bottom of the social ladder, and this leaves them 
vulnerable to being bullied at work. Since the retail sector employs a large number of 
Black women in South Africa specifically, there is no doubt that this group of women 
experience workplace bullying in large numbers. Women are known to be good for 
business in the retail sector in the sense that they display good emotional-labour skills, 
which contribute to high service standards.  
There are different factors that contribute to back women being bullied in the retail 
sector; and possibly other sectors. These factors include power, race, and gender. 
There are many other factors that influence Black women being bullied in the 
workplace, but this study focuses on those mentioned above. Workplace bullying is 
often found in workplaces where employee ranking systems are visible. Such ranking 
systems come with levels of power, and those who are subordinate are more 
vulnerable to bullying. Black women have limited power, and therefore they experience 
workplace bullying more often. Concepts of masculinity and femininity also place Black 
women working in the retail sector in a vulnerable position. Additionally, patriarchal 
managers or supervisors bully these women because they feel entitled to treating 
Black women any way they want. Blackness is also used by managers and 
supervisors to bully women at work. 
Intersectionality is when two or more axes of oppression intersect to form an even 
stronger axis of amalgamated oppressions, which lays foundation for the oppression 
of Black women. Black women are often oppressed on the basis that they are women, 
and Black. Those women working in the retail sector are in subordinate positions, 
which contributes to their oppression. The theoretical framework of intersectionality 
was used to suggest why Black women are targets for workplace bullying in the retail 
sector. The theoretical framework of Black feminism was used to validate the need for 
this study to document Black women’s experiences. Finally, Marxist feminism argues 
that capitalism is the main reason Black women are mistreated in the workplace. This 
theoretical framework was used to argue that indeed the retail sector is driven by a 
capitalist system, and perhaps the reason Black women working in the retail sector 
are bullied is because the owners of the stores want to maximise profit. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1. Introduction 
The epistemological stance that the researcher took for this study was interpretivism. 
Epistemology is more concerned with the assumptions people make regarding the 
nature and type of knowledge (Richards 2003; Bryman 2008) – in other words, how 
people make sense of the world they live in (Crotty 1998). The methods that a 
researcher chooses to use are primarily influenced by their epistemological stance 
towards their study (Cohen et al. 2007). Interpretivism stresses that knowledge is 
unique, subjective, and personal (Al-Saadi 2014). This means that there is no 
universal way of knowing something; every individual knows something based on how 
they understand it. Black women who work in the retail sector and are bullied by their 
managers may know that they are bullied, and this is based on their unique 
understanding of what workplace bullying is.  
The researcher took on a constructivist ontological stance. Ontology refers to the 
assumptions that are made by people with regards to the nature of reality as well as 
the nature of existence (Richards 2003; Crotty 1998) – that is, how the world is 
naturally structured as well as what we know about it (Snape and Spencer 2003). 
Ontology is more concerned with the question of whether reality is shared or whether 
there are many different realities that are context specific (Ormston et al. 2014), in the 
sense that they are constructed by individuals based on their perceptions and actions 
as well as the interpretations they have (Bryman 2008).   
Constructionism states that although external reality exists, it can only be known 
through social construction as well as the human mind (Al-Saadi 2014). Although past 
research has been done on workplace bullying, the researcher was more interested in 
the social constructions that the bullied women attached to workplace bullying. What 
mattered most was the realities the women constructed through lived experiences of 
being bullied by their supervisors. 
The remainder of this chapter presents the different methods used to conduct the 
study. For ontological and epistemic consistency, a qualitative research approach was 
used. This approach allowed the researcher to get in-depth information about 
workplace bullying as understood by the research participants.  The population of the 
study was Black women aged between 25 and 50 years who work in the retail sector 
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and have experienced bullying in the workplace by their managers or supervisors. 
Participants were selected by purposive sampling, using snowball sampling when it 
was difficult to locate participants. Data was collected using open-ended interviews, 
conducted in and around Johannesburg; with more than half conducted in Soweto. 
Narrative data analysis was used to analyse the data; a thematic analysis process was 
followed. Proper ethical protocols were followed throughout the research to ensure 
that no harm was caused to the participants.  
3.2. Research Approach 
The qualitative research approach allows for exploration of a wider setting in the social 
world through looking into how people live their daily lives. It allows for a more in-depth 
understanding of the experiences of those who are being studied (Mason 2002). 
Through the use of this approach, the researcher got in-depth information that allowed 
her to understand workplace bullying through the experiences of Black women retail 
workers who have been bullied at work. The women narrated their stories to the 
researcher, who then understood better what they had to go through at work in terms 
of being bullied by either their managers or supervisors. Qualitative research methods 
pay particular attention to what happened, how it happened, where it happened, and 
when it happened (Berg 2007). It was therefore most appropriate to use this method 
of study because it allowed the researcher to uncover how workplace bullying 
experienced by Black women retail workers takes place in the workplace, and what 
their experiences and perspectives of it are.  
3.3. Research Population and Study Site 
The population for this study was Black women retail workers, mainly because the 
South African retail sector is one of the biggest employers of Black woman (Statistics 
SA 2018a). Research illustrates that the age of retail workers tends to range from 25 
upwards (Sakai et al. 2008). Retail employees are most likely to include workers at 
both ends of the employee-age spectrum. The youngest and the oldest employees are 
likely to be found in retail. The average age of retail employees is 37, compared to 41 
for employees in other industries; 9% of retail employees are below the age of 28 and 
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Given the qualitative nature of the study, six Black women were selected for the study. 
The women were selected through the non-probability sampling method called 
purposive sampling. This sampling method can also be referred to as judgmental 
sampling (Babbie 2010). Purposive sampling was most appropriate for this study 
because it allowed the researcher to choose specifically those women who have been 
bullied at work at some point during their working life in the retail industry. To have a 
representative sample which encompassed the range of the retail worker age 
spectrum, the women who were selected were between the ages of 25 and 50, and 
had working experience in the retail industry or were currently working in the industry. 
Given the specific nature of the criteria for participation, it was appropriate to use 
snowballing as a method to locate the participants. Snowball sampling, also known as 
chain or referral sampling, is a non-probability sampling method that is used mainly in 
qualitative research where participants are hard to locate (Bless et al. 2014; Babbie 
and Mouton 2007). The researcher found it quite difficult to locate participants for the 
research.  
At first, the researcher attempted to go into the stores to try and ask the women 
working there to participate in the research. That strategy was not successful because 
the women that were approached were not comfortable talking to the researcher. 
Instead, they asked the researcher to seek permission from the store manager before 
they could participate in the interviews. This, however would have been a tricky route 
to follow because there was a need for anonymity. If the researcher was to get the 
managers involved, the essence of anonymity would have been lost, because they 
would have known who participated in the interviews, which would place both the 
researcher and the participants in an unfavourable position. If the managers knew who 
participated in the research, the jobs of those who participated may have been 
threatened because of the sensitivity of the information that they would have shared 
during the interviews. For instance, information about certain managers bullying 
workers might have come out, and if the managers found out who actually shared the 
information, the bullying might have gotten worse and the workers could have possibly 
lost their jobs. Furthermore, if the managers got involved; and actually got to know 
who participated in the interviews, the participants would have most likely been 
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uncomfortable. They would have possibly withheld some information during the 
interview, and this would have had a negative effect on the final research report. 
Research indicates that when there are other people present during an interview, 
confidentiality is compromised. Therefore, participants may withhold some information 
to protect themselves (Graham et al. 2007; Finch 2001). 
Consequently, involving management in this study was clearly not an option; therefore, 
another route was taken to locate participants. The researcher asked around for 
people to refer her to people that they know who work in retail. The researcher asked 
her colleagues, family and friends for referrals. This method worked because the 
researcher managed to locate 15 prospective participants. For a moment this felt like 
the researcher had found people to participate in her research. However, from those 
15, only 4 ended up participating in the study. Although all 15 of the women had initially 
agreed to participate in the study, it was quite hard for them to make time for the 
interview. Most of them mentioned that they were busy, which the researcher 
understood. Both Goolding (2020) and Klose (2020) state that research participants 
need to be offered some form of incentive in order to motivate them to participate in 
the study. The fact that the research participants were not offered any incentives by 
the researcher may have led them to believe that participation in the study would be a 
waste of their time since they would not be getting any remuneration from it.  Two of 
the women who participated managed to connect the researcher to three of their 
colleagues, of whom only one participated. This brought the number of interviews done 
to five over a period of two months. The last participant was found by the researcher 
as she was conversing with a woman she was acquainted with. It happened that one 
day the woman asked the researcher what she did, and the researcher told her she 
was a student and went on to tell her about her study. The woman told the researcher 
that she used to work in retail, and when she gave her reasons for leaving, the 
researcher realised that she was a potential participant in the study. The woman 
agreed to participate and became the sixth participant in the study.  
The challenges of locating participants and actually securing interviews with them led 
the researcher to two participants who were outside of her sample age category. 
These two women were 51 and 56 years respectively. These women did, however, 
meet all the other criteria for participating in the study.  
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3.3.2. Study Site 
 
The research was conducted in and around Johannesburg. Johannesburg is located 
in the Gauteng province and it is the largest and most commercially advanced city in 
Africa, which makes it a driver of the South African economy. It is also home to some 
of the poorest and richest people in the country (World Population Review n.d). It is 
home to close to five million people, and accounts for 36% of Gauteng’s population 
and 8% of South Africa’s population (Municipalities of South Africa 2019). It is the most 
ethnically diverse city in South Africa. Furthermore, it is the fastest growing city in 
South Africa, as it attracts people from all around the country seeking better economic 
opportunities as well as better lives (Statistics SA 2018b). There are 18 towns, 
including townships, in the Johannesburg Metro. Its main economic sectors include 
community services, manufacturing, trade, finance and business services. These 
make it the economic hub of the country, and therefore a dream destination for a better 
life (Municipalities of South Africa 2019). One of the participants who was interviewed 
lives in the Johannesburg CBD, and is renting a room in an apartment – one of the 
low cost ones. She shares her space with five other people, who occupy two of the 
other rooms in the three-bedroom apartment she lives in. At the time of the interview, 
she had resigned from work due to workplace bullying and survived on the money she 
makes off selling atchar in the Johannesburg CBD. She sends some of the money she 
makes home to support her children. 
Four of the six participants who I interviewed live in Soweto. Soweto Is located south 
of Johannesburg and is a township that was developed under the apartheid regime to 
segregate Black people from the other racial groups. It is home to more than 
two million people, and has people in all socioeconomic levels as well as ethnic groups 
(Ncala 1981), from the middle class people who live in mansions to the working class 
who manage to buy themselves decent homes, and poor unemployed who live in 
shacks in poor conditions (SA-V 2020). Soweto’s poor engage in several informal 
activities to earn an income (Mutwa 1995). Four participants who lived in Soweto at 
the time of the research lived in decent bond houses. They were not poor and lived a 
fairly decent life. They did, however, state that if they were to leave their jobs due to 
being bullied, their standard of living would fall.  
29 
 
One of the research participants, Thabi, lived in Tsakane in a bond house, which she 
and her husband had paid off. Tsakane is a township East of Johannesburg which has 
a population of more than 135 994, the majority of whom are Black. Most of the people 
living in Tsakane are from working class or poor backgrounds (Ad-Reach Group 2018).  
3.4. Data Collection  
The data collection method that was used for this study was semi-structured 
interviews. Semi-structured interviews “involve a series of open-ended questions 
based on the topic areas the researcher wants to cover” (Mathers et al. 2002: 2). This 
type of interview allowed the researcher to get in-depth information on the experiences 
of the women who experienced bullying at work. The information that was collected 
through semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to give their perspectives 
on workplace bullying, and also allowed the researcher to understand workplace 
bullying in a way that made sense to these participants (Boeije 2010). An interview 
guide was used to direct the interviews (See appendix D). Furthermore, semi-
structured interviews allowed the researcher to probe for elaboration on responses, 
and to also make use of cues and prompts to encourage the participant to give further 
details about their experiences (Adams 2018; Mathers et al. 2002).  
The interviews took between 45 and 50 minutes, and happened at a location and time 
that was most convenient for both the researcher and the participant. Five of the 
interviews took place on a Sunday at the homes of the participants. This was because 
these women mostly get their day off on Sundays. Working hours in the retail sector 
are irregular, and so are the days off (International Labour Organisation 2015; Green 
2018). The interviews which happened on Sundays all took place after 14h00 because 
that was the time when the women were back from church or done with their weekly 
chores. Four of the interviews took place in Soweto, three at the women’s homes, and 
one at a restaurant.  One interview took place in Tsakane where that participant lived, 
and the last interview took place in the Johannesburg CBD.  The researcher lives in 
Olifantsfontein, and the Soweto and Tsakane areas mentioned above are quite far 
from there. The researcher dealt with this by arranging with her friends to sleep over 
at their houses in those areas. Attempting to go back home immediately after the 
interviews would have been unsafe for the researcher because she had to go through 
Johannesburg CBD to reach home. Johannesburg is popularly known as the crime 
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capital of South Africa, where high levels of violent armed robberies have been 
reported (Louw et al. 1998; Madsen 2004). Muggings are known to occur in and 
around the Johannesburg CBD, involving guns and knives (BusinessTech 2018). The 
SAPS’s crime statistics for 2017/2018 showed that 3450 crimes involved the use of a 
gun, and 228 involved the use of a knife to threaten the victims. Some victims have 
been murdered during the mugging (Stainer 1999). Hence the researcher opted to 
leave the day after the interviews were conducted. With the interview that took place 
in the CBD, the researcher managed to go back home on the same day as the 
interview took place, and the participant offered to walk the researcher to the taxi rank 
to make sure that she was safe.  
The participants were very welcoming to the researcher and ensured that she was 
comfortable in their homes. Drinks were offered on arrival, and this showed the 
researcher that these women have a sense of ubuntu. It is not easy to just welcome a 
stranger you’ve only spoken to over the phone into your home. One interview that took 
place in Soweto (Mpho’s interview)1 was done outside because her house had less 
space. The living room was occupied by people who were watching soccer, so she 
decided that we must do the interview outside where it was less noisy. Although there 
was noise since the kids were playing in the street, it was much better that inside the 
house. During this particular interview, it started drizzling, which was worrying since it 
would have meant rescheduling the interview, but luckily the drizzle stopped after a 
few minutes. In the time when it was drizzling, the interview did not stop. Another 
interview (Ompha’s interview) took place at McDonald’s in Diepkloof Square. This was 
the only interview that took place on a Saturday. It took place at 12:00 pm, so it was 
still safe for the researcher to get back home after it was done. Saturdays are usually 
busy, so it is safer to travel. McDonald’s was quiet when we got there, but became full 
and noisy after a few minutes. However, we had to continue with the interview anyway. 
The researcher had bought lunch for herself and the participant, so the time spent in 
the restaurant was longer than expected because both of them had to eat before doing 
the interview. 
The interviews were conducted using a language that was comfortable for both the 
participant and the researcher to allow better understanding between the parties. 
                                                          
1 All the participants have been given pseudonyms, and these are used throughout the dissertation. 
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When collecting data through interviews, it is important to use a language that both 
the researcher and the participant understand. This allows for an accurate capturing 
of the narrative that the participant is providing (Twinn 1997; Twinn 1998 cited in Smith 
et al. 2008). The researcher speaks Tshivenda and English fluently, and 
understanding these two languages requires no effort for her. However, she also 
understands isiZulu, Setswana and Sesotho, which were languages that participants 
also used during the interviews. The participants switched between English and the 
other languages mentioned above. However, the majority of the time they spoke their 
own languages. In some cases, they went too deep with their preferred languages, 
and the researcher had to ask them to explain what they meant so that she could fully 
understand what they were saying. The researcher noticed that the participants often 
switched into their home languages when explaining their experiences, but used 
English when answering questions that required them giving their opinion on 
something. For example, when asked what they thought workplace bullying was, most 
of their responses were in English. However, when asked to explain what was being 
done to them that made them think they were being bullied, they answered using their 
home languages, because there was an emotional attachment to what they 
experienced. ‘Emotional patterns are modified by linguistic and cultural influence’ 
(Panicacci 2019: 279). Depending on the individual’s experiences, people tend to use 
their mother tongue to express the emotions they attach to their experience. This is 
because mother tongue facilitates a more emotional reply than when the person uses 
their second language to express emotions (Johari 2013; Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990; 
Pavlenko 2004). 
To allow for better analysis of the collected data, the interviews were transcribed 
verbatim by the researcher. Transcribing is done so that the researcher can have a 
clear written understanding of what the participants were saying, which allows for 
better analysis of the data (Bailey 2008). Transcribing the interviews was not a 
challenge for the researcher because she understood what the participants were 
saying. In cases where certain words or phrases were unclear to her, the researcher 
asked friends and colleagues who are more familiar with a particular language to 
translate the words for her. Transcribing the interviews took time because it included 
translating them. Transcribing the interview that took place in McDonald’s took longer 
because there was noise, and therefore hearing the interview was quite challenging. 
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The researcher had to listen to and edit the transcript for this interview three times to 
ensure that the interview was correctly captured and ready to analyse.  For face to 
face interviews, the location of the interview needs to be private and quiet in order to 
allow for uninterrupted flow of the conversation between the researcher and the 
participant (Byrne 2001).  Therefore, the researcher would advise other researchers 
to avoid using restaurants as a location for their interviews. 
3.5. Data Analysis 
To analyse data that was collected through interviews, a narrative data analysis 
method was used. This method of data analysis is concerned with how and why people 
talk about their experiences (Etherington n.d; Earthy and Cronin 2008). Narrative data 
analysis allowed the researcher to document the participants’ experiences from their 
point of view; this means that workplace bullying was understood from the 
perspectives of the participants, as opposed to what has been previously written about 
it in the past. The researcher was cautious about bias in the process of analyzing data; 
she ensured that the participants’ stories were properly analysed to give meaningful 
insight into workplace bullying. 
Narrative data analysis assesses experiential narratives, through an examination of 
the statements they made about their experiences as well as the issues that are being 
studied (Powell 2003). Narrative data analysis is often used to assess diaries, folklore, 
and even literature (Powell 2003). In the case of the research at hand, narrative data 
analysis entailed evaluating data that was collected on experiences of Black women 
retail workers who had experienced workplace bullying and narrated their experiences 
to the researcher. These women’s narratives were carefully studied to make sense of 
their stories as well as the meanings they attached to their stories. Each and every 
experience narrated by the women was looked into individually and sociologically. 
After transcribing the interviews, the researcher then read the transcripts to get a grip 
on what the women’s experiences of workplace bullying were. These women each 
gave their own narratives of workplace bullying as well as of the actions that were 
directed at them which they perceived as workplace bullying. Furthermore, they gave 
possible reasons as to why they were bullied. This is the information that the 
researcher assessed. The researcher evaluated why these women narrated their 
stories mainly by looking into how they responded to certain questions. The main focus 
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was on what the participants said they experienced, as well as how they narrated their 
stories. 
Although the bullied women all have individual experiences, there were some 
similarities in how they experienced workplace bullying. This led the researcher to 
apply a thematic analysis to the data. This allowed the researcher to decide which 
data to focus on in line with the research objectives (Denscombe 2010).  The first thing 
the researcher did after transcribing the interviews was to read the transcripts and 
reduce the data into manageable categories. Coding was done to connect different 
parts of the data that fell into the same category or theme (Ibrahim 2012). The process 
of coding included taking information from the transcripts – the information that was 
provided by the participants – and placing it within relevant themes. The researcher 
used different coloured highlighters to group responses that fell into the same theme 
by using the same colour highlighter. This was done to make it easy for the researcher 
when analysing the data at a later stage.  
The data was then tabulated according to the category it fell under. Tables allowed the 
researcher to manage the data more easily and avoid an overload of data during 
analysis (Gibbs 2002; Halldorson 2009 cited in Ibrahim 2012). After tabulating the 
data, the researcher went back and read the highlighted transcripts in order to confirm 
the codes as well as to make sense of the information that was placed under different 
themes. In this process, the researcher was able to spot and set aside quotes that 
would be used later in data analysis. The whole process of coding was not as easy as 
the researcher had anticipated, because instead of having hard copies of the 
transcripts, the researcher had to use soft copies.  
After the data was sorted and the researcher had read the transcripts as well as the 
tables again, the data was ready for analysis. The researcher had also taken field 
notes during the interviews, and this helped the researcher in understanding the 
narratives of the women better because non-verbal observations were made, and 
meanings were attached to them too. These included the changes in facial 
expressions, or the tone of voice of the participants when talking about certain parts 
of their experiences. The researcher used these together with what the participants 
had said in order to make better sense of what they had experienced at work with 
regards to workplace bullying. Some of the participants’ narratives included side 
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stories, and these too were important in making a clear analysis of their experiences. 
After thoroughly exploring the women’s narratives, each and every thing they said tied 
up to their experiences of being bullied at work, either as a prelude to their bullying, or 
as a reason they had to stay at work and develop mechanisms to cope with the 
bullying. Each and every thing that was said during the interviews mattered, and 
assisted the researcher in reaching conclusions in the study. 
3.6. Reflexivity 
Reflexivity is key when doing social research. It suggests that the researcher needs to 
be constantly self-aware (Lambert et al. 2010). The researcher also needs to 
acknowledge that they form part of the social world that they are studying, and 
therefore they cannot operate completely in isolation from the research they are doing 
(Ackerly and True 2010). The researcher understood that the fact that she is a young 
Black woman who went to university and was studying women who did not go to 
university had an effect on how the research was carried out as well as how data was 
analysed and understood. The researcher has not been bullied at work but has 
observed workplace bullying directed against Black women working in retail during her 
time working in the retail sector. This could also influence how the researcher 
understood and interpreted data from the participants (Hesse-Biber 2007). The 
awareness of this allowed the researcher to reduce bias through constantly reflecting 
on how these dynamics played out in the study and taking the participants’ stories as 
they are.  
An audit trail (notepad, discussions with supervisor and corrections suggested during 
write-up) was kept throughout the research process to document all events that 
occurred during the research process. This audit trail helped the researcher ensuring 
the quality and level of trustworthiness of the information collected (Carcary 2009). 
When transcribing the interviews, the researcher referred back to the audit trail to get 
an idea of what actually happened during the data collection process and how that 
could have influenced how she did certain things. For instance, the researcher realised 
that she needed to change her way of locating participants from in-store requests to 
asking for referrals from colleagues, friends, and family through looking back into the 
audit trail.  
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Some of the other issues that the researcher feels the need to reflect on are the issues 
of locating participants, privacy, the comfortableness of the participants, and trust.   
3.6.1. Privacy 
 
The participants valued their privacy, especially during the interviews. All of the 
participants seemed to be concerned about who might have been listening into their 
conversation with the researcher. Therefore, they all insisted that a more private space 
was used to conduct the interviews. None of the participants wanted anyone to sit in 
during the interviews, even if the individual was a family member. For example, Joy 
insisted that we used one of the empty rooms in the yard just so the interview could 
be private, because anyone could walk into the house. Ompha also insisted that a 
more private spot was used to do the interview in McDonald’s. This gave the 
researcher a sense that these women valued privacy, and were concerned about who 
gets to know their story. 
3.6.2. Comfort of the participants 
 
The participants seemed very comfortable talking about their experiences, and having 
the researcher in their homes. They spoke about their experiences in detail and shared 
even the most painful bits of what they had experienced with regards to workplace 
bullying. The researcher believes that these women’s comfort during the interviews 
had to do with the fact that they were in their own homes where they were less 
concerned about safety and similar issues. The participants also appreciated the fact 
that the researcher was comfortable coming into their homes even though it was a bit 
challenging for her to get to some of their houses. The researcher got lost when going 
to some of these women’s houses because she was not familiar with the places where 
these women lived. She does, however, feel that it was all worth it as she managed to 
collect all the data she needed.   
3.6.3. Trust between the researcher and the participants 
 
The researcher had communicated with the participants through phone calls, text 
messages, and WhatsApp messages. This was so that the participants could be made 
familiar with the research topic as well as the researcher before doing the interviews. 
This communication seemed to build some trust between the participants and the 
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researcher, and as a result it was no longer awkward when the two met for interviews. 
The fact that the participants opted to do the interviews in their homes even though 
they did not know the researcher well meant that they had developed a certain level 
of trust, and for the researcher to go to a place she did not know to do the interview 
showed that she had also developed a level of trust with the participants.  However, 
when Ompha suggested that the interview must be done at Diepkloof Square, the 
researcher initially thought she was not too trusting of the researcher, but that was not 
the case because Ompha told the researcher that she thought the researcher would 
not be comfortable at her house since they did not know each other well. 
3.7. Ethical Considerations 
Research ethics refers to behaviours that differentiate what is tolerable and intolerable 
during the research process (Resnik 2015; Wellington 2015). Furthermore, ethics are 
important when conducting social research because humans are involved, and they 
need to be protected at all costs (Kalleberg et al. 2015). It is of great importance that 
the researcher does not cause any harm to the research participants in any way or 
violate their human rights; hence the significance of research ethics (Bless et al. 2014; 
Babbie 2010).  The researcher adhered to the ethical principles of social science 
research in various ways. In the process of recruiting research participants, the 
researcher explained the aim of the research to the participants through the study 
information sheet (see Appendix A) and informed them about their rights as 
participants, such as making them aware that it was within their rights to withdraw from 
the interview at any point during the interview. The researcher made it clear to the 
participants that their participation in the study was voluntary, and those who chose 
not to participate in the study were not penalised (Neuman 2014).   
The researcher explained the information sheet as well as the consent form (see 
Appendix B) to the participants so that they could fully understand what was in the 
documents before deciding if they wanted to participate in the study or not. Once the 
participants understood the study and had agreed to participate in the study, they were 
given a consent form to sign, which all six of them did.  The identities of those woman 
who chose to participate in the research were kept protected through the use of 
pseudonyms when reporting the study findings. That is, the names used in this report 
are not the women’s real names, but pseudonyms that the researcher gave to them 
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or that they chose for themselves, in the cases of Mulalo and Muano, after the 
researcher explained anonymity to them. The information they shared was kept 
confidential at all times, and only the researcher and the supervisor had access to the 
interview recordings (Berg 2009). Interview recordings as well as transcripts were 
saved in a password-protected cloud to ensure that no one else had access to them 
except the researcher and her supervisor.  The researcher requested ethical clearance 
from the Faculty of Humanities Ethics Committee at the University of Johannesburg, 
which was granted through an ethics clearance letter (see Appendix C) before the data 
collection process began. 
The researcher is aware that workplace bullying can be a very sensitive issue, 
especially if those that have been or are still victims have to talk about it. It was 
therefore acknowledged that the participants of this study were vulnerable in the sense 
that they have been or are victims of workplace bullying. Talking about their 
experiences might have evoked some unpleasant traumatic thoughts. Therefore, the 
participants were made aware of the free online counselling organisation, Lifeline 
(0861 322 322), for psychological help in case they needed it. The researcher told the 
participants that they could contact her to assist them in accessing such services in 
case they felt they needed counselling. Furthermore, the researcher told the 
participants to feel free to call, text, or even email her if they felt that they did not want 
her to continue using the information they had provided in her research report, 
provided it had not yet been submitted for marking. None of the participants have 
contacted the researcher in this regard. 
3.8. Conclusion 
The epistemological stance that the researcher took for this study was interpretivism. 
Interpretivism stresses that knowledge is unique, subjective, and personal. Women 
who have been bullied at work in the retail sector each have their subjective 
experiences of workplace bullying, and this is because they each have unique 
experiences of being bullied. The researcher took on the constructivist ontological 
stance because it is believed that the bullied women constructed their own realities 
with regards to workplace bullying based on what they had experienced at work. Both 
these stances are in line with the qualitative research approach which the researcher 
used to conduct this study. The qualitative research approach allowed the researcher 
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to get an in-depth understanding of the experiences of the women. This was done 
through semi-structured, face-to-face interviews which were done with six Black 
women between the ages of 25 and 50 who had experienced workplace bullying while 
working in the retail sector. The women were selected using the purposive sampling 
method, and located using a snowball sampling method. 
The interviews took place at these participants’ places of residence, except for one 
that took place at a restaurant. The interviews were all recorded, and transcribed 
verbatim by the researcher for better analysis. To analyse the data that was collected, 
the researcher used narrative analysis while employing a thematic process. It was 
important that the researcher thematically code the data in order to better analyse the 
narratives that the bullied women gave during the interviews. Proper ethical protocols 
were followed at all times  
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Chapter 4: Findings 
4.1. Introduction 
Workplace bullying is an unpleasant act for those who experience it. Research 
indicates that, even though it is not encouraged, it continues to happen (Cunniff and 
Mostert 2012; Einarsen et al. 2003; Pietersen 2007). The main aim of this study was 
for the researcher to find out how Black women working in the retail sector perceive 
and experience workplace bullying. Although there are different definitions of 
workplace bullying (Tehrani 2012), the findings of this study show that the different 
definitions are influenced by personal experiences.  
The six women who were interviewed in depth narrated their experiences of being 
bullied at work by either their supervisor or manager. This chapter provides the general 
findings, organised into themes developed from the participants’ narrations of their 
experiences. The first theme was ‘my understanding of workplace bullying’, which 
focuses on the participants’ understanding of workplace bullying.  'My experiences’ 
describes the acts that were directed at the participants which they perceived as 
bullying in the workplace. ‘Health and social consequences’ discusses the health and 
social implications for the participants due to being bullied at work. ‘It has to stop’ 
outlines the strategies the participants used to try and stop the bullying. ‘My family 
comes first’ discusses how the participants had to stay in a toxic environment for the 
sake of their families. ‘Coping strategies’ outlines the strategies the participants used 
to cope with being bullied at work. ‘Enough is enough’ describes how participants 
made a decision to leave their workplaces due to being bullied.  Quotes from the 
transcribed interviews will be provided as evidence for the claims that the researcher 
makes to explain the data. The chapter furthers the analysis by reference to some of 
the literature. 
4.2. ‘My Understanding of Workplace Bullying’  
Each and every woman interviewed had their own understanding of workplace 
bullying. However, every definition that the women gave stressed the idea of being 
treated badly in the workplace, as well as the issue of rights. Tehrani (2012) confirms 
that there is a variety of words that bullied employees may use to describe their 
experiences, such as “abused, coerced, harassed, terrorized, mobbed and 
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undermined” (Tehrani 2012: 1). However, this does not necessarily mean that one 
employee’s experience is less hurtful than the other’s. For Ompha, a 25-year-old Black 
woman who worked at Pick’ n Pay at Bara city, and stays in Orlando West, Soweto, 
with her grandmother, workplace bullying can be understood in terms of abused rights 
in the workplace. Ompha resigned from Pick’ n Pay after working there for two and a 
half years. When asked what she understood workplace bullying to be, she stated: 
I think workplace bullying is when your rights as an employee are not met, or 
when you are discriminated in some way in the workplace (Ompha, Interview 
15 February 2020). 
Each woman gave a definition that related to their individual experiences, and this 
shows how closely one’s understanding of workplace bullying is related to their 
experiences of being bullied. For example, when Thabi was asked how she 
understood workplace bullying, she went directly to explaining her experiences of 
workplace bullying. Thabi is a 56-year-old Black woman from Tsakane township. Thabi 
used to work at Edgars in East Rand Mall, and was retrenched in 2014 during the 
Edcon mass retrenchment. She is a mother of three children, and only one out of the 
three is still in school. Her response was as follows: 
According to me it’s when somebody is treating you badly in the workplace. Ja, 
like… should I give you an example? like… I have experienced that when I 
arrived there at the new store, there was a manager who didn’t like me. (Thabi, 
Interview 26 January 2020). 
Thabi's experience shows how the perception of not being liked can influence how one 
experiences workplace bullying. Her experiences show that there is a direct link 
between how one understands workplace bullying and what one experienced as a 
victim of workplace bullying. Tehrani (2012) states that workplace bullying means 
different things to different people, and this could depend on how they experienced it. 
Although individuals define workplace bullying differently, each definition stresses 
aggressive or hostile behaviour towards the victim (Tehrani 2012; Leymann 1990; Zapf 
et al. 1996).  
Even though it may sound ideal to have one definition of workplace bullying, it is 
important to acknowledge that workplace bullying takes many forms. Tehrani (2012) 
states that different employees who experience workplace bullying may use different 
words to explain what workplace bullying is, and these words might describe if the 
bullying is physical or psychological. Saunders et al. (2007) argue that having a single 
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definition of workplace bullying could help organisations deal with workplace bullying 
better, both for reporting and prevention. Furthermore, a single definition of workplace 
bullying could help labour officials in developing workplace bullying policies that can 
help employees in reporting workplace bullying cases.  
For Mulalo, a 29-year-old Black woman who lives in Dlamini, Soweto, workplace 
bullying and structural power in the workplace are linked. Black women usually occupy 
subordinate positions in the retail sector, and this means that they have limited 
structural power due to the positions they hold as employees in the retail stores. This 
limited structural power is what leaves them vulnerable to being bullied by their 
managers or supervisors; who hold more structural power in the store (Kenny, 2018). 
Mulalo resigned from Cambridge in Johannesburg CBD after working there for nine 
years full time. She stated that: 
According to me… I think that ehhh, workplace bullying is when your 
superior…Like, someone in a higher position expects you to do things that 
uhmmm, things that are not within your job description. So uhmm, maybe you’d 
be expected to… okay since I was a… since I started as a temp there were 
certain things that I was responsible for. And then when your superior, or 
manager or senior starts adding like workload without informing you or like 
without any changes to your maybe salary or title or anything like that. I think 
workplace bullying it comes in different forms, like it’s not something specific. It 
can be emotional, it can be physical, it can be psychological” (Mulalo, Interview 
15 March 2020). 
Although Mulalo makes a link between her understanding of workplace bullying and 
her experiences, she also acknowledges the fact that workplace bullying could be 
more than what she experienced, that it could come in many other forms. For example, 
Einarsen (2000), Einarsen et al. (2003), Kalamdien (2015) and Caponecchia et al. 
(2011) state that behaviours that show that an employee is being bullied may vary, 
from physical harm, threats, and remarks that are offensive or insulting, to continuous 
criticism. These behaviours are most likely to have a long lasting effect on the victims, 
ranging from physical to psychological effects (Mokgolo 2017) which are discussed in 
more detail below in the ‘health and social consequences’ section of this chapter. 
The difference in the definitions that the women gave is validated by research which 
states that different people define workplace bullying in different ways (Einarsen et al. 
2003; Kalamdien 2015; Tehrani 2012; The South African Labour Guide 2020b). 
Although it is acknowledged that workplace bullying can be defined in different ways, 
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there is a criterion that was set out in order to identify if acts can be deemed as 
workplace bullying or not. Tehrani (2012), Einarsen et al. (2003) and Kalamdien (2015) 
state that, for actions to be regarded as bullying, the act needs to be perceived as 
unwanted and negative by the victim, the act needs to be persistent and have occurred 
over a long period of time, there needs to be an imbalance of power between the bully 
and the target, and the act needs to be intentional, meaning that the bully needs to be 
aware that what they are doing to the target is regarded as bullying. The research 
participants’ experiences all meet this criteria, therefore, what they perceived as 
bullying was actually bullying.  
The next section goes deep into what the women experienced in the workplace – the 
acts that were directed towards these women by either their managers or supervisors 
that they perceived as workplace bullying. 
4.3. ‘My Experiences’ 
Not everyone finds themselves in situations where they are bullied by their manager 
or supervisor at work. However, when this happens it is not a good experience for 
those directly involved. Black women working in the retail sector experience workplace 
bullying in numbers. Although their experiences differ, they are all unpleasant. 
Research shows that employees experience workplace bullying in the form of 
offensive remarks, constant criticism, threats, and sometimes physical harm (Einarsen 
2000; Einarsen et al. 2003; Kalamdien 2015; Caponecchia et al. 2011). To show that 
the experience is unpleasant, employees who experience workplace bullying often 
refer to the acts directed at them as abuse, coercion, harassment, terrorism, and show 
that they are being diminished (Tehrani 2012). Joy, a 51-year-old single mother of 
three, who has been casually working at Shoprite at Protea Gardens for 13 years, 
shared that the bullying experience was so bad that she equated the situation to living 
under an apartheid government. She stated the following; 
There is a lot of apartheid there, we are treated like we are dogs. He always 
shouts at us, sometimes we don’t know why. That means he is bullying us. He 
always makes sure that we are under pressure and he scares us (Joy, Interview 
2 February 2020). 
Being shouted at for no reason is just one of the things Joy had to experience 
throughout the 13 years that she has been working at the store. Joy used the word 
apartheid to describe the unfair and sometimes inhumane conditions she had to work 
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under at times, especially the treatment she used to get from her manager. Another 
act directed towards her that made her think that she was being bullied was being 
forced to work overtime without pay. She mentioned that, many times, the manager 
would not let her and some of her colleagues leave when it was time for them to leave 
because they had to finish working. They would stay in the store for more than two 
hours extra and would not be paid for the extra time they worked. The manager would 
tamper with the clocking machine so that there was no evidence that they worked 
more time than they were supposed to. When an employee gets into an employment 
contract with their employer, it means that the employer is obliged to remunerate the 
employee accordingly (Employment Contract Act 2009). An employment contract 
outlines the kind of work as well as the hours the employee is expected to work; 
anything beyond agreed working hours is regarded as overtime (South African 
Department of Labour 2002). Working overtime is not compulsory, and therefore the 
employee has to willingly agree to work overtime (Erasmus and du Toit 2020). To 
emphasise that she would sometimes work overtime without being paid for it, Joy 
explained that: 
Sometimes we knock off at three, but you find yourself going home at around 
four or five because you are instructed to stay behind and finish work. You 
understand, right? (Joy, Interview 2 February 2020). 
It is within the employee’s rights to request remuneration from their employer when 
they have worked overtime (South African Department of Labour 2002). However, it 
becomes an issue if the employee had been forced to work the extra hours and there 
is no proof that they actually did (Erasmus and du Toit 2020). According to Joy, the 
clocking machine at the store she worked in at the time of the interview was the only 
way to prove that she had worked extra hours. Therefore, she should be paid for 
overtime. However, Joy mentioned that the manager at the store she worked in would 
erase all trace that she had worked extra time. When the researcher asked Joy who 
checks the clocking machine, because it should give proper details as to when she 
knocked off, she responded thus: 
Who checks it, because you know what, they check it at the office. So even if 
you clock out at six or whatever, when they punch the machine, the machine 
will say that you knocked off at two. It means they cancel the punching details 
and set it to two o’clock” (Joy, Interview 2 February 2020). 
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Like Joy, Rose also experienced workplace bullying in the form of verbal abuse. Rose 
is a 33-year-old Black woman who had two children at the time of the interview. She 
used to work at Discount Cash and Carry. At the time of the interview, Rose lived in 
the Johannesburg CBD in a flat that she shared with five other people. For her, the 
bullying involved mostly verbal abuse as well as emotional abuse because sometimes 
the harsh words would be uttered in front of other people, leaving her embarrassed. 
Being shouted at in front of other people makes the bullied employee feel 
embarrassed, and consequently the employee feels that they are incapable of doing 
their job (Hershcovis et al. 2017; UNISON n.d.). Therefore, the employee feels that 
they are of lesser value to the organisation they work in (Hershcovis et al. 2017). 
Having experienced feelings of embarrassment after her manager shouted at her in 
front of other people at work, this is how Rose explained her experience: 
You know when the boss always shouts at you and treats you like you are not 
a human being… like the things that used to happen in that store. The boss 
used to harass us and treat us like dirt, and told us that we work for him so he 
can do what he wants. One day I went to the bathroom, and when I got back 
there was juice that had spilt on the floor, I think a customer had dropped it. He 
was so angry at me that the floor was wet. It was not like a lot of juice, but he 
made it seem like I had killed someone. He shouted at me right there in front of 
the customers, and ordered me to go and get a mop and wipe the floor. I was 
so embarrassed you know. And he used to do things like that a lot. He doesn’t 
care who is there (Rose, Interview 22 March 2020). 
Shouting as a form of verbal abuse was a common experience for the participants. 
Research shows that being verbally bullied at work often brings about feelings of 
embarrassment for the victim, which essentially leaves them distressed and anxious 
(Botha 2008; Smit 2014).  Employees who are being bullied at work often display low 
self-esteem as well as low self-confidence because they have been made to feel small 
by their bully (Botha 2008; SAgov 2007; Safe Work Australia 2016; Smit 2014;  
UNISON n.d.).  Although some of the women who had experienced workplace bullying 
would not take it to heart, like Joy, some would react badly to being shouted at by their 
bully. Like Mpho, a 37-year-old from Protea Glen, Soweto, who was a single mother 
to three children at the time of the interview. For her, the bullying was too much and 
crying was how she would react to the harassment she used to receive from her 
manager. She shared the following; 
Ja, cos I could easily cry, like sometimes if I don’t know what to say to him you’ll 
see my tears going down (Mpho, Interview 9 February 2020).  
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Crying may be used to display different emotions; both negative and positive 
(Vingerhoets and Bylsma 2007). In negative situations, crying may be a sign that one 
is frustrated and is suffering (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2003). Crying has been found 
to have a good impact on one’s emotional wellbeing (Hesdorffer et al. 2018), therefore, 
in order to get relief from the suffering, individuals may cry (Vingerhoets and Bylsma 
2007). Since crying may mean that an individual is suffering and hurting, one could 
say that the bullies enjoy seeing their victims suffering because of how they treat them. 
It is as if it gives them pleasure and a sense of power to see that they are succeeding 
in their horrible deeds. Mpho’s manager would shout at her unnecessarily and that 
would make her cry because she did not understand why she was being treated that 
way by her manager. To show that her manager found pleasure in seeing her cry, 
Mpho further shared that: 
Jaa, he did enjoy seeing me cry. Yho! He used to make me cry, hey! (Mpho, 
Interview 9 February 2020). 
Being a Black woman, in particular, seems to have played a role in these women being 
bullied by their managers. Cunniff and Mostert (2012) maintain the view that Black 
employees are in the firing line when it comes to being bullied at work. Black 
employees experience higher levels of workplace bullying than their Indian, White, and 
Coloured counterparts (Cunniff and Mostert (2012). This is because being Black is 
one of the factors that intersect to form an intersection of oppression which explains 
why Black employees are more vulnerable to being bullied at work (Crenshaw 2000). 
In addition to being vulnerable to being bullied at work because of their racial 
composition, Black women are more prone to workplace bullying than their male 
counterparts because they are seen as feminine, and femininity is linked to weakness 
(Kharbe 2016), hence they are seen as easy targets by the bully. Lewis and Gunn 
(2007) state that women usually experience bullying by their line managers as well as 
supervisors. Blackness is generally at the bottom of the ladder at the workplace, and 
this is evident in a study that was done by Lewis and Gunn (2007), which shows that 
35% of black employees reported being bullied at work whereas only 9% of whites 
reported to have been bullied at work. This just goes to show that blackness does play 
a role in one being bullied at work. If “woman” is added onto that status, it leaves Black 
women more vulnerable to being bullied at work. Therefore, the researcher maintains 
that being a woman and Black had a lot of influence in the women being bullied at 
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work. This ultimately explains that Black women are intersectionally vulnerable to 
being bullied at work. Furthermore, the researcher deems it important for these 
women’s experiences to be properly documented, from their points of view. This is in 
agreement with the claims made by Black feminists that Black women’s experiences 
need to be documented because they define who Black women are, as well as what 
they go through (Hill-Collins 2000). 
Some participants touched on the issue of how being a woman as well as being Black 
played a role in them being bullied by their managers or supervisors. Mpho was the 
only female in her department, and she thinks this is why she was an easy target. 
When race and gender intersect, an individual may be left vulnerable to different kinds 
of oppression, and therefore bullying such an individual in the workplace becomes 
easy for the bully (Collins 1990; Crenshaw 2000). Women are generally perceived to 
be weaker than men, both emotionally and physically, and this is due to the feminine 
characteristics that are associated with being a woman (Dixson 2016; Paechter, 2011). 
When this is added on to their race, Black women are more likely to experience 
workplace bullying. Mpho mentioned that being a woman played a role in her being 
bullied by her manager. She claimed that her male colleagues did not receive the kind 
of harsh treatment she was receiving from her manager. This is what she had to say:  
Yes, they were supportive because we were all in the same problem; we were 
all there. But they didn’t receive the bullying that I was receiving because they 
were males (Mpho, Interview 9 February 2020). 
Similarly, Rose also mentioned that race could have contributed to her being bullied; 
her Blackness led to the bullying. She stated her experiences thus: 
But maybe… I think maybe he does not like Black people, I don’t know 
(shrugging shoulders) (Rose, Interview 22 March 2020). 
Rose’s experience could have been more personal because she thinks the manager 
just hated Black people in general. However, whatever the reason was, her Blackness 
made it easy for the manager to bully her because she was already in a vulnerable 
position in society.  
Bullying has several health and social consequences. The following section explains 
how the participants’ health as well as social lives were affected was by the bullying. 
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4.4. ‘Health and Social Consequences’  
Workplace bullying has health consequences attached to it. Workplace bullying can 
have some health implications for those who experience it (Botha 2008; Smit 2014). 
Workplace bullying causes distress to those who experience it, and it also lowers the 
productivity levels of those who experience it. Furthermore, it also causes 
malfunctioning in social as well as other areas of human functioning (Smit 2014). 
People who experience bullying at work are most likely to develop problems with their 
functioning on many levels, as a result of the stress that they get due to being bullied 
at work (Botha 2008). 
The women who were interviewed all developed some kind of malfunction in how they 
lived their lives. This was either in their social lives, their health, or their productivity at 
work. For some, it was in all the areas mentioned above. Rose mentioned that she 
used to experience a lot of headaches caused by the fact that she would constantly 
think of the bullying. Furthermore, she mentioned that she used to experience 
depressive episodes, and this would affect her interaction with other people. She said: 
I hardly ever had the time for a social life. But whenever I would get an 
opportunity to go out I was always sort of out of touch. Like I would be enjoying, 
and the next minute I am not okay. I think I was depressed (giggles). I don’t 
think it is normal for a person to be with other people but then just start thinking 
about other things. Why was I thinking about work when I was supposed to be 
happy with other people? ...I used to think about the things that happened at 
work, and also think about what will happen the next time I go to work (Rose, 
Interview 22 March 2020). 
Research has found that workplace bullying causes distress to those who experience 
it (Smit 2014; Tehrani 2012), and it is safe to say that this distress is a prelude to a lot 
of other health complications. Rose mentioned how she thought she was depressed, 
and this was because of the stress caused by being bullied. This is backed up by 
research which states that employees who are bullied at work are most likely to 
experience emotional as well as psychological problems, including depression in 
extreme cases (Mokgolo 2017). 
Just like Rose, Thabi also used to stress about being bullied at work, so much so that 
she says it affected her work. She also mentioned that she developed high blood 
pressure due to the constant stress that she was under. Hypertension is difficult to 
manage, has high medical costs, and poses a risk to one’s life because it may cause 
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death (Chobanian et al. 2003). The fact that Thabi developed high blood pressure as 
a result of the stress that was caused by being bullied at work shows that bullying can 
cause health complications that could even lead to mortality. Thabi's main concern 
was that being bullied causes her so much stress that she loses interest in her work 
and she becomes rude to customers. This was how she put it:  
You become stressed and then you have a bad attitude towards customers, 
and Edgars is about customers. The customer should not help themselves, you 
have to help them, you have to ask them what they want and help them fit, and 
all that. But if you are not happy, you won’t be able to talk to the customer. You 
end up being mean to them and sometimes customers report you (Thabi, 
Interview 26 January 2020). 
The fact that Thabi developed high blood pressure but was still concerned about her 
productivity could have been a sign of how much she loved her job. There is a saying 
about how the customer is always right; employees in the retail sector have to behave 
to the customer’s satisfaction. Thabi acknowledged that and was worried about how 
being bullied impacted her negatively and her interaction with customers thus became 
negative. Being rude to customers would leave them dissatisfied, and therefore they 
would not buy from the store, which would have reduced sales in her department. 
Although maintaining that the customer comes before herself fostered unequal power 
relations between Thabi and the customer, she believed she always had to be at her 
best. However, Thabi was concerned about how being bullied at work made her 
behave in a dissatisfactory manner towards the customer. Her concern might have 
been rooted in Marxist feminist ideas that women are forced to behave in certain ways 
in the workplace to increase profit in the organisation they work in (Hossain 2016). 
Ompha’s issue was that she used to work very long hours. Sometimes she was forced 
to work longer than she was supposed to in order to cater for the owner’s quest to 
make a profit. As Marxist feminists would say, women are forced into working more 
hours than they should by their managers just to increase sales (Gimenez 2005). 
Furthermore, more often than not, women are expected to follow that instruction 
without asking questions (Gimenez 2005). Hossain et al. (2016) further states that 
women’s oppression and classification as second class citizens is due to the 
capitalists’ need to maximise profit. Hence Black women are more vulnerable to being 
bullied at work. Ompha was a cashier, and working long hours led to her developing 
eye and back problems due to prolonged standing while looking at a till screen. When 
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it was month-end, she would work from half past seven in the morning to eight at night 
for five to seven consecutive days, hardly taking any breaks, even to eat. She 
described her experiences thus: 
Yho! Month-end it was worse. We would start working at half past seven in the 
morning, and finish around eight in the evening. We would stand the whole time 
and not even be able to eat, akere they say that you cannot go for lunch when 
there are long queues… I even developed eye problems because of looking at 
the screen. See these glasses, I was not wearing them when I started working 
there (Ompha, Interview 15 February 2020). 
According to Erasmus and du Toit (2020), employees are entitled to lunch breaks and 
pay for the time they work in addition to the hours they are obliged to work 
(Employment Contract Act 2009).  The experiences of the participants of being bullied 
at work show the amount of pain these women go through all in the name of making 
a living. For some, leaving the job was not even an option, so they stayed on even 
when they developed deficiencies in their functioning. The main reason for staying in 
the job was to make a living so that they could continue to financially support their 
families (Maclntosh et al. 2010).  
Lower back pain is common to people who work while sitting or standing for long 
periods of time, and this affects how they perform at work (Pillai and Haral 2018). 
Prolonged sitting and standing strain the spine and lower back muscles, which causes 
lower back pain (Magee 2014; Dul et al. 1990). This is because the postures that one 
maintains while standing or sitting lead to the spine receiving different stresses to its 
discs (Messing and Stock 2009). These are most likely the reasons that Ompha 
developed back pain: she spent long hours standing and sitting. Another health 
complication that Ompha developed due to being bullied at work and through working 
longer hours than she was supposed to was eye sight problems. Spending a lot of 
time looking at an electronic device such as a computer has been found to cause eye 
discomfort, and has led individuals to develop Computer Vision Syndrome, also known 
as digital eye strain (Rosenfield 2016; American Optometric Association 1997). 
Ompha mentioned that looking at a computer screen for prolonged periods of time at 
work led to eye problems, and she now has to wear glasses full-time. She was a 
cashier, and therefore she had to look at the till screen all the time when she was 
working. Even though Mpho was stressed because of the bullying, she did not let the 
bullying affect her work, so she continued making a living while she maintained 
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consistency in productivity at work. For her, a reduced level of productivity would have 
meant the bully had succeeded in bringing her down, and she refused to let that 
happen. She said: 
Ja, I didn’t let it affect my productivity cos I didn’t want to prove what he wanted 
me to be. You understand? To him I was always a failure but I didn’t want to 
prove that to him because I knew I wasn’t a failure (Mpho, Interview 9 February 
2020). 
Although there could be some factors attached to the women’s health, social and 
productivity malfunctions, bullying seems to have played a role because most of what 
the interviewed women say they experienced started happening after the bullying 
started. As research states, workplace bullying has negative effects on the victim as it 
may cause both physical and psychological harm to them (Mokgolo 2017). This is why 
the women tried to stop the bullying, so that they could get back to their normal 
functioning. The section below covers the actions that the bullied women engaged in 
to try and stop the bullying. 
4.5. ‘It Has to Stop’  
Nielsen and Einarsen (2012), cited in Bernstein and Trimm (2016), state that people 
who are being bullied at work respond to the bullying in different ways. Furthermore, 
the type of bullying the victim experiences, as well as the severity of the bullying acts 
themselves, plays a role in how the victim responds to the bullying. Although there are 
many ways that the women could have chosen to stop the bullying, reporting the 
matter to a senior manager was what most of the bullied women did. The issue here 
is that even though the women reported the bullying to the senior managers, the 
bullying did not stop. For most, it became worse. Mulalo explains how the bullying 
became worse after she reported the matter to the senior manager:   
…And also the issue of reporting to the senior manager, because I feel like they 
have a relationship, probably even besides work, they have a certain 
relationship; the manager and the senior manager because like she didn’t do 
anything about it, she just told her that I came and report her and that’s why it 
got worse (Mulalo, Interview 15 March 2020). 
Mulalo spoke about how the relationship between her bully and the senior manager 
may have contributed to the matter not being resolved. It is the responsibility of the 
senior manager to look into the workplace bullying case as soon as possible after an 
employee reports that they are being bullied by their supervisor or line manager (Quigg 
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2915). The senior manager is expected to investigate the case, and find ways to 
resolve the workplace bullying case (Government of South Australia 2007; Quigg 
2015). However, there are instances where the bullying cases never get resolved due 
to barriers to reporting, or the senior manager’s unwillingness to work on resolving the 
case. Employees who experience workplace bullying may refrain from reporting 
because they think it’s a waste of time and nothing will be done about it, especially if 
the bully is a senior and has close relations with the person handling the case (Carter 
et al. 2013). Unlike Mulalo, Mpho bypassed the senior manager and reported that she 
was being bullied to the regional manager.  She said:  
Ja, I once reported the bullying [which involved her manager unnecessarily 
giving her warnings and shouting at her in front of her colleagues to make her 
feel small] to the regional manager, and he went there and spoke to him. And 
he told me that, “No, we spoke, and then he won’t do it again”. But the bullying 
continued (Mpho, Interview 9 February 2020). 
Even after Mpho had made an attempt to stop the bullying by reporting it to the regional 
manager, the bullying did not stop. When managers fail to resolve workplace bullying 
cases, it discourages the employees from reporting when they are being bullied 
because they know nothing will be done to make the bully stop bullying them. Mpho 
said the reason nothing was done to stop the bullying was because: 
…even if you report to the union they will say, “No, this guy is within his right to 
do what he is doing, he’s the manager in the store” (Mpho, Interview 9 February 
2020). 
The fact that organisations such as unions, that are supposed to protect the workers 
from being bullied by their managers, reinforce the behaviour by allowing managers 
the authority to treat workers unfairly, shows that it is a long way until managers will 
completely stop bullying employees. The sentiments that support managers’ misuse 
of their power suggests that it is okay for managers to mistreat workers just because 
they are in positions of power. Workplace bullying usually happens in workplaces with 
clear employee ranking systems that influence power imbalances. The power 
imbalances put those in subordinate positions in a vulnerable position where bullying 
them is easy, because they have less power (Query and Hanley 2010). Having more 
structural power could be the reason that managers feel like they have power and can 
therefore treat workers in any way they want. Moreover, this is why, even after the 
efforts that the women make to try and stop the bullying, the managers do not feel the 
need to stop with the bullying. 
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Sometimes employees that are being bullied do not report the bullying to anyone. 
Ompha and Rose did not report the bullying because they felt they had no ground to 
do so. They had not signed contracts before they could start working, and they were 
working in environments where it was not seen as a normal deed to call out the 
manager on what they did, no matter how bad it was. It is important for an employee 
to sign an employment contract upon starting a job. An employment contract outlines 
what is expected from both the employee and the employer; thus, both parties are 
protected should one of them decide to go against what is stated in the contract (First 
Base 2018). When an employment contract is clearly written, an employee who signs 
it would have a “leg to stand on” should their employer mistreat them in the workplace. 
Not having an employment contract essentially allows an employee to be bullied at 
work because there is no document in place that outlines how that employee should 
be treated at work. It leaves the employee vulnerable, and therefore their manager 
can treat them whichever way they choose to and get away with it. Rose was bullied 
and did not report the matter to anyone because; 
He is the boss, who will we report him to? (Rose, Interview 22 March 2020). 
For Ompha, it was an organisational culture that “whatever the boss says goes”. They 
were conditioned into taking whatever the manager said without asking any questions. 
This is why reporting the bullying was not an option for her. The example shared by 
Ompha is similar to workplaces during apartheid or to places where the superior, 
usually white, manager was never questioned, because they could not be questioned. 
The fact that Ompha had witnessed other employees being fired for asking questions 
may have contributed to her decision to not report to anyone that she was being 
bullied. Employees who speak out about their grievances at work are often ridiculed, 
bullied, or even fired from work; this is why the bullying did not stop for the participants 
who reported it. This is because speaking out on bullying can lead to defining the victim 
as a sell-out, and therefore, in most organisations, speaking up against unfair 
treatment rarely happens (Lim et al.  2017). It is therefore understandable that Ompha 
felt that reporting the bullying was not an option; she stood a chance of being fired just 
like her colleagues, and thereby losing her livelihood. Ompha mentioned that those 
who complained about being bullied at work were threatened by the manager. Ompha 
says they were told the following when they asked questions: 
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The manager would tell us that “being a cashier is a simple job, and anyone 
can do it. It won’t take time before I replace you”. That is why it was scary to 
even complain about anything” (Ompha, Interview 15 February 2020). 
One of the reasons bullying continues and employees being bullied take it is because 
some work contexts have been created in such a way that workers know they are not 
valued. Ompha' s experience, reflected in the above quote, clearly shows that some 
environments provide the space for bullies to groom those they bully. One of the 
strategies that was used by the women to try and stop the bullying involved confronting 
the bullies. Although confronting the bully is supposed to give the bully a sense that 
the victim can stand up for themselves, and that therefore they should stop bullying 
them, the bullying usually does not stop. Confronting the bully is one of the strategies 
that were listed by Karatuna (2015), which the employees that are being bullied use 
to try and stop the bullying. When a bullied employee is silent about it, it gives the bully 
more power to continue bullying the victim.  Even though approaching the bully may 
be a way for the victim to break free, speaking up did not work for Thabi, who 
confronted her bully more than once, but the bullying continued. Thabi mentioned that 
she used to confront the bully on some occasions, but this only made the bullying 
worse. She said: 
I used to approach her…jaa, when I got too angry at what she was doing 
[working hard to isolate her from her colleagues and passing out offensive 
comments in front of her colleagues to embarrass her], I used to call her and 
ask her what her problem with me was (Thabi, Interview 26 January 2020). 
Thabi’s manager never really mentioned what her problem was, besides the fact that 
she felt Thabi did not pay attention to her when they used to see each other sometimes 
on their way home in the train, prior to them working in the same store. This shows 
how unreasonable and petty Thabi’s manager was being.   
After failed attempts to try and stop the bullying, Thabi had no choice but to stay in a 
toxic workplace for the sake of her family. This was true for all the other participants. 
The following section explains how their families featured in these bullied women’s 
decision to keep working even when there were no signs that the bullying would stop. 
4.6. ‘My Family Comes First’  
There are many factors that can influence one’s decision to stay in an abusive work 
environment. For the women who were interviewed, making a living to support their 
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children was the main reason they chose to stay at work even though they were 
constantly being bullied. This was not a surprise because research also shows that for 
women who are being bullied at work, resigning is seldom an option because they 
have to work and make money in order to support their families (Maclntosh et al. 2010). 
Most of the women interviewed mentioned making a living to support their families as 
the main reason they stayed at work even though they were being bullied. Making a 
living took precedence over any dysfunctions that the bullying caused them. When the 
researcher asked why they did not just resign, all the women had a similar response: 
support for children or family. Below are the responses Rose and Mpho offered: 
Yes! I was tired, just that I needed the little money for my children (Rose, 
Interview 22 March 2020). 
 
You know at some point you should understand that there are too many people 
that are ehhh, dependent on your salary…Ja, so if I were to resign, I have two 
kids by then and pregnant with the third one, and I saw it was a very, very bad 
situation for me and I’m paying a bond. I would have lost my house; I would 
have… yho! It would have been worse (Mpho, Interview 9 February 2020). 
Mpho’s reason for not leaving her job even though she was being bullied was mainly 
financial. She had children to support as well as a house to pay off. Although victims 
of bullying experience a lot of malfunctions in their lives due to being bullied, they 
choose to stay in a toxic work environment to make money to continue supporting their 
families financially. Mpho’s need to make money so that she could support her family 
outweighed the suffering that she was facing due to being bullied by her manager. 
Hence she opted to stay in the same working environment where the bullying was 
happening. Although Thabi had spoken up about being bullied, her manager continued 
bullying her. However, she too, continued working in a toxic environment so that she 
would be able to help her husband with maintaining their household and supporting 
their children. Thabi explained her reason for not resigning thus: 
I looked at my situation and thought “why should I resign because of another 
person?” I just stayed there because my kids were still young, so I saw that the 
best thing is that I speak about it, and then… (Thabi, Interview 26 January 
2020). 
Unemployment has been declared a problem in South Africa since the year 2000 
(Fields 2000), and has become worse since then; unemployment rates have been 
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increasing. South Africa is one of the countries where unemployment rates are high, 
which shows that finding a job is not easy. The unemployment rate in South Africa was 
recorded at 29.1% in the third quarter of 2019 (Statistics South Africa 2019). This high 
unemployment scenario creates an opportune context for bullies to take advantage of 
employees because it is easy to find workers and it is hard for those being bullied to 
leave. If Thabi had left her job, it was not going to be easy for her to find another job, 
and she was not going to be able to support her family. Joy experienced something 
similar, and stated that: 
Sometimes you do feel like you just wanna get out of there, but you can’t… I 
am the one who works at home, if I leave work what will my kids do? (Joy, 
Interview 2 February 2020). 
Ompha and Mulalo did not have children at the time of the interview; however, they 
both mentioned that their decision to keep working in an environment where they were 
bullied was motivated by the need to make a living. Ompha said she needed the 
money to help her grandmother out with household expenses, and so did Mulalo. 
These women’s choices to continue working in a toxic environment where they were 
bullied show that the need to make a living overrides what they go through at work 
when being bullied. The desperate need for money forces the women who are being 
bullied to stay in unpleasant work situations. For Rose, staying in a working 
environment where one is bullied is the same as a woman who is abused brutally by 
her husband, but choses to stay in that abusive relationship because she depends on 
the husband financially. In her words:  
Getting used to something doesn’t mean that it is not hurtful. Let me give you 
an example, if a woman is abused by her husband and she cannot leave 
because the husband does everything for her… Let’s say the husband hits her 
every other night, for no reason sometimes. She might get used to it and she 
knows that it is going to happen. But it’s not like when it happens she is gonna 
smile and say “I knew it was gonna happen”, yes she knew, but it hurt her 
anyway. And the other thing is that when it happens every time, she wants to 
leave but cannot. So she is forced to stay in that situation and she feels 
trapped… she feels trapped because she is stuck in a bad situation, like she 
cannot breathe, but she is unable to save herself…Yes, it was similar because 
I also felt trapped. Yes, I got used to the situation, but it was still hurtful 
especially because I knew I had no other choice but to stay there (Rose, 
Interview 22 March 2020).  
Staying in an environment where bullying was a norm, the women could have gotten 
used to the bullying and accepted that it was their daily reality, as Rose explained. 
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Rose’s analogy of staying in a toxic work environment to keep earning a salary as 
similar to a woman staying in an abusive relationship for financial reasons is 
significant. Research indicates that women stay in abusive relationships because they 
are dependent on their abusive partners for financial support, and they risk losing that 
support if they leave the relationship (Cruz 2003). The aforementioned situation is 
similar to one where employees fear that they will lose their living if they leave the jobs 
where they are being bullied. Therefore, they stay anyway, and continue facing the 
bullying.  
What kept the women who were being bullied going after they decided to stay in a 
toxic working environment was the coping strategies that they developed to cope with 
the bullying.  The next section discusses the coping strategies that bullied employees 
use to cope with being bullied. 
4.7. ‘Coping Strategies’ 
Choosing to keep working in an environment where they were being bullied was not 
an easy decision to make for the Black women who experienced workplace bullying in 
the retail sector. Especially because being bullied comes with a lot of possible physical 
and psychological problems; such as the possibility of developing depression. As it 
was mentioned earlier in this paper, being bullied at work causes a lot of stress to the 
victim, which could possibly lead to depression in extreme cases (Botha 2008 and 
Smit 2014). However, regardless of the above mentioned complications linked to 
workplace bullying, these women had their reasons to stay, mainly financial, and 
therefore developed some strategies that helped them cope with being bullied.  
Although the coping mechanisms may differ for different employees, they all serve one 
purpose: of being able to live with the bullying by their managers or supervisors that 
they are experiencing at work. The coping mechanisms that employees may use to 
cope with workplace bullying include, for example, confrontation, avoiding the bully, 
insubordination, positive thinking and exiting the workplace.   
Mulalo used avoidance as a coping technique to deal with the bullying she was 
experiencing at work. This is what she had to say when the researcher asked her what 
strategies she used to cope with the bullying: 
I think that… okay firstly the main thing was that I need the job, I need the 
money, so that’s what kept me going. So for me to be able to work every day, I 
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would try to do what is expected of me to my fullest potential, to the best that I 
could, and try avoiding contact with the supervisor. Like try to do my work and 
try to limit the number of times she’d come complain. Like avoiding her was the 
solution until I realised that “okay, I’ve been avoiding her but still nothing is 
changing” (Mulalo, Interview 15 March 2020). 
Mulalo used awareness of her “why” – why does she need to work? – which then 
helped her to use avoidance as a way to cope with the bullying she was experiencing 
at work. For her, avoiding any personal contact with the bully by doing her job well was 
a way to stop her manager from talking to her much. Even though avoiding the bully 
is one of the ways that employees who are being bullied cope with the bullying, it does 
not end the bullying. However, avoidance lessens the amount of bullying that the 
employee experience. Employees avoid the bully in the hope that it will stop. It worked 
for Mulalo for a while, but her manager continued bullying her anyway. Avoiding the 
bully was one of the strategies that those bullied employees who were interviewed in 
a researched by Karatuna (2015) used.  
Rose, on the other hand, used absenteeism to cope with her bullying. She started 
giving her manager excuses for missing work. As a result, she was able to avoid any 
encounters with her manager, who was bullying her. She said: 
I used to miss work sometimes and say I am sick. Sometimes I would go to the 
doctor to get a fake sick note so that I can get days away from work. It was not 
a very nice environment… Ja, so I would go to the doctor and lie about being 
sick so that he can write me a sick note (Rose, Interview 22 March 2020). 
In South Africa it is common for employees who are being bullied at work to use some 
passive acts to cope with the bullying. These may include absenteeism, as in Rose's 
case, or even frequent late coming, both caused by the loss of interest in the job that 
was caused by the hostile treatment an employee received at work from their manager 
or supervisor. Rose used this technique of coping with the bullying.  
In a similar vein, but employing a different tactic, Thabi avoided direct contact with the 
manager who was bullying her through intervention by others. She said the following 
to illustrate her experience: 
Ja, sometimes I did not even talk to her. She used to write down what she wants 
me to do, maybe she would send somebody, a small… maybe a casual, and 
say “go give that woman”. I would read and it would say “there is a promotion 
tomorrow, take some things and pack them at the front”. I would do what she 




Although Thabi’s manager initiated communicating with Thabi through another 
employee, Thabi was happy to do the same because it reduced the amount of time 
she would talk to the manager who bullied her. For her, this meant that less verbal 
bullying would happen.  
Support from friends, family and colleagues proved to have assisted the women in 
coping with being bullied at work. The support came in the form of encouragement, 
and also of just having someone to talk to about their experiences on a daily basis. 
When the researcher asked Thabi if her colleagues were supportive of her during the 
bullying, this is what she had to say: 
Ja, they supported me… by talking about this with them alone, you see. And 
then, like… let’s say she wanted to do her things, if I’m sitting with them she 
won’t do it (Thabi, Interview 26 January 2020). 
Managers are required to create a working environment that does not allow for any 
hostile behaviour towards the employees, one where there is mutual respect between 
them and the subordinate employees (Cleary et al. 2009). Mutual respect between the 
employees and employers reduces the chances of managers bullying subordinate 
employees. Thabi’s manager failed to do that, but instead created an uncomfortable 
working environment for Thabi. However, Thabi received support from her colleagues. 
The fact that the manager could not bully Thabi while her colleagues were present 
shows that she knew what she was doing was wrong, and did not want to have any 
witnesses to the bullying. Mulalo mentioned that talking to a colleague who had also 
became a friend helped her gain the courage she needed to speak up about the 
bullying she was receiving from her manager. In Mulalo’s words: 
There is a lady that I used to work with, so she is the one that I first talked to 
about… I used to complain to her a lot ‘cos it took me a long time and a lot of 
courage to actually confront my manager ‘cos I didn’t know how she was going 
to react… if I confronted her about it. So I used to talk to my colleague; she’s 
also a friend so we used to talk about this. And then she’s the one that 
actually… that actually helped in me having enough courage to actually 
confront the manager (Mulalo, Interview 15 March 2020). 
Getting support from her colleagues who were not experiencing, but observing, Mpho 
get bullied by her manager shows that one’s colleagues can be supportive in these 
kinds of situations even though they are not experiencing the bullying. During the 
interview, Mpho mentioned that she was the only woman at her level at the 
department, and therefore the manager may have bullied her just because she is 
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female. Women are left more vulnerable to workplace bullying in the workplace than 
their male counterparts because of the masculine and feminine characteristics 
attached to being male or female. Women are generally regarded as weaker than men, 
both physically and emotionally (Ellemers 2018; Gordon-Seifert 2017). The perception 
that women are weaker than men could have been the reason Mpho’s manager found 
her an easier target to bully than her male colleagues.  However, even though they 
were not receiving the bullying, Mpho’s male colleagues were supportive of her, and 
this helped her cope with the bullying that she was experiencing. Collegial support in 
the workplace fosters an emotional connection amongst workers who work together 
(Sass and Mattson 1999). Emotions can be contagious; Mpho’s emotions rubbed off 
on her colleagues, and they felt the need to offer support to her to protect their 
psychological well-being. At times, colleagues even go to the extent of reporting the 
bullying that they see a colleague going through to management (Lutgen-Sandvik 
2006).  
Outside of work, women who experience workplace bullying revert to religion and 
prayer to help them cope with the bullying. Praying and going to church were some of 
the mechanisms that the women who experienced workplace bullying used to cope. A 
close relationship with God helps one maintain a healthy psychological well-being; 
therefore, people experiencing difficult situations in their lives often revert to religion in 
order to cope with what they are going through (Versano 2011). Some of the women 
who were experiencing workplace bullying would pray about the bullying in the hope 
that God would answer their prayers and the bullying would stop. Mpho even went to 
her pastor to tell him about how she was being bullied at work.  
Yes, friends and family members they use to know me that every time I come I 
complain. Even at church, my priest, I even report him to the priest…. Yes, they 
used to support me. You know with us Africans, if something that you can’t… 
like if you encounter difficulty you just revert to prayer (Mpho, Interview 9 
February 2020). 
Along with familial and social support, prayer as well as a devotion to her religion 
helped Mpho cope with the bullying that she was experiencing at work. Religion is an 
important factor in helping individuals cope with the hardships they face in their lives 
(Versano 2011; Kelly 2004). Praying about difficult situations helped Mpho find peace 




One could say that some of the coping mechanisms that the women who had 
experienced workplace bullying used provided temporary relief. This is because they 
did not stop disruptions developing in their daily functioning, and therefore they 
decided to leave the organisation. Employees who are being bullied avoid the bullying 
at first, and when they see that it is continuing they confront the bully. They then seek 
support from other individuals in the organisation if confronting the bully does not make 
him or her stop, and if that fails they then use destructive coping. The final stage of 
coping involves the victim of the bullying exiting the organisation (Indvik and Johnson 
2012; Karatuna 2015).  
There came a time when some of the women who were experiencing workplace 
bullying, specifically, Mulalo, Ompha, and Rose, decided enough was enough. 
Therefore, they resigned. The following section explains how resigning from work was 
the only way the women who were being bullied were going to stop experiencing the 
bullying. 
4.8. ‘Enough is Enough’ 
There comes a point where, even though one has tried using different mechanisms to 
cope with being bullied at work, and has applied strategies to try and stop the bullying, 
resigning remains the only option to completely stop the bullying when all fails. 
Although some of the women who were experiencing workplace bullying opted to stay 
in a toxic work environment, some of them decided that they had had enough of the 
bullying. Therefore, they decided to resign from work. Mulalo shared thus: 
… That’s when I decided to report the matter to the senior manager. And then 
after reporting the matter it got even worse. Like it got even worse, like it was 
extreme now, that’s when I decided that maybe it’s best that I resign and look 
for something else; something different (Mulalo, Interview 15 March 2020). 
After reporting the bullying to her senior manager, Mulalo experienced more intense 
bullying from her manager. It became unbearable for her to handle. Therefore, she 
realised that the chances of the bullying ending were slim. This is why she resigned 
from work; she felt that leaving the toxic work environment she was working in was the 
only way to escape the bullying. Employees usually resign from work because they 
are facing difficult situations that leave working conditions so unbearable that they 
cannot handle it anymore (Smit 2011). Just like Mulalo, Rose resigned from work 
because the bullying she was experiencing became too much for her. She then found 
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another way to make a living, so that she could continue financially supporting her 
children. Rose said:  
But I left, I could not take it anymore, so I left and now I sell atchar. I was getting 
paid very little money anyway (Rose, Interview March 2020). 
Rose quit her job because she could not handle being bullied by her manager 
anymore. However, unlike Mulalo who quit her job without a plan for how she was 
going to make money, Rose had thought of selling atchar prior to her resignation. 
Many people in South Africa are forced into becoming street hawkers to make a living, 
because there are few job opportunities in the formal sector of the economy 
(Gamieldien and Van Niekerk 2017; Nevin 2004).  Street hawkers in South Africa 
usually occupy spaces with a lot of people moving around, such as areas around a 
shopping mall, at busy intersections, and even in the streets of a town (Steinberg 
2011). Rose found herself a spot in the busy streets of the Johannesburg CBD where 
she could sell her atchar, and that is how she was making her living at the time of the 
interview. Unlike Rose, who resigned from work to go and find another way of making 
a living, Ompha left because her sister had found a job, and could therefore take care 
of her financially. Ompha went back to school, and during the time of the interview, 
she was looking to secure an internship. This is what Ompha had to say:  
My sister got a job, so I resigned. I was tired of that place, so I left to go look for 
something else. I don’t want to work in retail anymore (Ompha, Interview 
15 February 2020). 
Ompha’s decision to quit her job because she was being bullied was partially 
influenced by the fact that her sister had found a job, and could therefore look after 
her financially. It is quite common to find individuals depending on their family 
members for financial support after they resign from work or get fired. Ompha’s sister 
helped her ease her financial burden by supporting her financially and helping her get 
through school. Being financially supported by her sister shows the importance of 
having supportive family members to help you through testing times (Shirai et al.  
2009) 
Thabi was retrenched from work, but said that if it was not for the retrenchment, she 
would probably still be working there. For her, the retrenchment was a blessing in 
disguise because it took her out of a situation that she wouldn’t have been able to save 
herself from. Joy, on the other hand, is still working in the same store that she used 
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to, and says that the bullying is still going on. She has no plans to resign and is waiting 
for retirement to leave the job. This is how Joy expressed herself with regards to the 
bullying that she is receiving: 
Bona! I am working for my kids, and the manager is also working for his kids. I 
wanna go to work happy. I don’t want to be harassed, and he also doesn’t want 
to be harassed. We are not dogs when we go there to Shoprite (Joy, Interview 
2 February 2020). 
Although Joy did not find resigning an option because she had to make money to 
support her family, the above quote shows how she had had enough of the bullying, 
and did not welcome it. Resigning from work is usually the last step the victims of 
bullying take. This is after they see that their attempts to counter as well as cope with 
the bullying were not effective (Karatuna 2015). In some cases, individuals who resign 
from work due to being bullied have a plan of survival; they have already figured out 
how they would make a living. However, some people resign from work even though 
they have no plan on how they will survive. Mulalo resigned from work about six 
months before the interview with the researcher, with the hope that she would find 
another job outside of retail. This was not the case – because of high unemployment, 
she is still looking for a job.  
Alongside requesting to be moved to a different department where the bully is not 
based, resigning is sometimes used as a resistance technique to the bullying. Rose, 
Mulalo, and Ompha had mentioned that it was important for them to work and make 
money to support themselves as well as their families. However, all three opted for 
resignation to resist the bullying that they were receiving from their managers. 
Resigning shows how unbearable it can get for someone to continue working in an 
environment where they are being bullied. 
4.9. Conclusion 
There are differences in how workplace bullying is understood. There is definitely a 
difference in understanding of the concept for those who just read about it and those 
who actually experience it. Workplace bullying is usually associated with violent 
behaviour that occurs in the workplace. It can also be emotional or verbal abuse of the 
workers by their managers or supervisors, and sometimes both. The Black women 
who work in the retail sector associate workplace bullying with being treated badly and 
having your rights trampled on by managers or supervisors who find pleasure in seeing 
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the workers suffer both physically and emotionally. These women who experienced 
workplace bullying linked their understanding of the concept to what they had 
experienced. Therefore, a lot of what they experienced was found in their explanations 
of how they understood workplace bullying. None of the women who were interviewed 
experienced any physical abuse at work. Most of it was verbal, and had negative 
effects on their emotional wellbeing. 
Workplace bullying is not a pleasant experience for those who have to go through it. 
It causes a lot of dysfunction in the daily functioning of the victims. They tend to 
experience health complications that are caused by having to experience the bullying 
first hand. These health complications may include chronic headaches, such as Rose 
experienced, and high blood pressure, as was experienced by Thabi. Sometimes the 
victims may develop back pains as well as eye problems due to being overworked by 
their managers, which also counts as bullying because the women were not paid for 
the extra hours they put in. Ompha went through being overworked, which led to her 
developing eye and back problems. The stress that comes with being bullied at work 
caused Thabi to lose interest in her work, which shows that bullying does not only 
affect the person who receives it, but also the organisation they work in. These 
deficiencies in the functioning of the victims are what lead them to take measures to 
try and stop the bullying.  
In an attempt to counter the bullying to make it stop, victims usually report the bullying 
to superior authorities in the store. For some it works, for some it does not. For the 
women who were interviewed, reporting the bullying to the senior managers did not 
aid in stopping the bullying; instead it made the bullying worse. Some bullies stopped 
for a while before they resumed the bullying in greater force. Therefore, it is safe to 
assume that reporting the bullying to make it stop does not always work. However, the 
women had no choice but to stay in an environment where they were being bullied to 
make money so that they could support their families. They developed strategies to 
cope with the bullying because clearly it was not going to stop. Some of them used 
prayer to cope. However, the main thing was that they received support from their 
friends, families and colleagues. This meant that they had people they could confide 
in about their experiences.  
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Even with the coping mechanisms, the bullying became unbearable for some women, 
and resigning was the only option they had to stop the bullying. Resigning is usually 
the last thing victims of workplace bullying do in order to stop it from happening. 
Although it is ideal for stopping the bullying, it usually means that the victims have to 
give up their source of income. This is why it was important to document the stories of 
Black women who have experienced workplace bullying. Their stories shed light on 
this matter and raise awareness about workplace bullying. Instead of just being listed 
statistically, these women who were being bullied got a chance to give their own 
narratives of what they had to go through. 
The information that was gathered from the participants proved that being 
intersectionally subordinate does play a role in one having to experience workplace 
bullying. Race and gender are intersecting axes of oppression that placed those 
women in vulnerable positions of being bullied. The drive for the capitalists to 
maximise profit also influenced the bullying that those women had to go through.  
The women’s experiences were documented and analysed in order to get an 
understanding of how they perceive workplace bullying. All of the research objectives 
were met, and it is now clearer how Black women working in the retail sector 
experience and perceive workplace bullying.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
5.1. Main Findings 
This study aimed to explore the understanding and experiences of Black women retail 
workers of workplace bullying. The main research question that the researcher wanted 
to answer was, how is workplace bullying experienced and understood by Black 
women retail workers in Johannesburg? The objectives that the researcher used to 
guide this study included: to understand how workplace bullying is understood by 
Black women retail workers; to examine the experiences of workplace bullying of Black 
women retail workers; to analyse the different acts used by Black women retail workers 
to counter workplace bullying; and to determine and comprehend the actions that the 
managers engage in at work which the Black women working in the retail industry 
interpret as bullying. A qualitative approach was used to guide the study. The 
qualitative research approach allowed the researcher to gather in-depth information 
about the experiences of Black women working in the retail industry, using open- 
ended face-to-face interviews. The participants were selected using a purposive 
sampling method, and owing to the difficulties that the researcher encountered in 
locating participants, she used a snowball sampling method to locate participants. The 
researcher got referrals from her circle as well as from research participants in order 
to locate Black women working in the retail sector who had experienced workplace 
bullying. Ultimately, six Black women who had experienced working in the retail sector 
and had experienced workplace bullying were located and interviewed. 
Most of the previous research that was conducted on workplace bullying in South 
Africa and in other parts of the world placed a lot of emphasis on documenting how 
often workplace bullying occurs in various workplaces. The studies paid little attention 
to documenting the experiences of workers of workplace bullying. However, studies 
that did document workers’ experiences of workplace bullying focused on all the 
employees in a workplace, regardless of their race, gender, and sector of employment, 
which made this study’s focus on Black women more interesting, because the 
researcher delved deep into how these women experience workplace bullying as well 
as how they counter and cope with it. The retail sector was also found to be one of the 
under-researched sectors, especially in South Africa, in terms of the treatment of 
employees employed in the sector. Therefore, the researcher focused on the retail 
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sector to try and look at workplace bullying through a different lens. The retail sector 
is one of the biggest employers in South Africa, and employs a significant number of 
Black women in South Africa.  
The researcher uncovered some of the interesting ways in which Black women 
working in the retail sector cope with workplace bullying. Worker solidarity seemed 
very important to the women who were being bullied. Collegial support was important 
in assisting them to cope with workplace bullying. It was found that employees who do 
not directly experience workplace bullying nevertheless support those that do to an 
extent where they even confront the bully on behalf of the victim to tell them to stop.  
The documentation of Black women’s experiences is of importance to all Black 
feminists. This focus on Black women allowed the researcher to get a clearer 
understanding of Black women’s struggles in the retail sector. It was discovered that 
being a Black woman places Black women working in the retail sector in 
intersectionally vulnerable positions where managers or supervisors can easily bully 
them, and that was the case for the women who were interviewed in this study. This 
is something previous studies overlooked. Although everyone might be prone to being 
bullied, Black women experience workplace bullying differently because of their status, 
and this was discovered through the in-depth interviews.  
The researcher used the narrative data analysis method, while employing a thematic 
analysis in order to analyse the data that was collected. The data was analysed by 
synthesising the literature with the findings from the interviews that were conducted. 
The findings were categorised into themes, revealing the similarities and differences 
in the data. Below is a breakdown of how data that was collected was used in 
conjunction with literature to analyse what was found in the field in order to find out 
Black women’s experiences and perceptions of bullying in the retail workplace. 
Furthermore, to meet the research objectives.  
• To understand how workplace bullying is understood by Black women retail 
workers. 
This objective was focused on how the Black women working in the retail sector who 
have experienced workplace bullying define or understand workplace bullying. It was 
found that the women who had experienced workplace bullying define workplace 
bullying based on their experiences. For example, Ompha defined workplace bullying 
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in terms of employee rights being trampled on in the workplace. This was because she 
felt that her rights in the workplace were being trampled on by her manager, who would 
overwork her and deny her a chance to have lunch breaks in some instances. The 
commonality amongst the research participants’ answers to this question was that 
workplace bullying is hostile, and can be associated with power relations in the 
workplace. Those with less power – subordinate employees – are more vulnerable to 
being bullied.  
• To examine the experiences of workplace bullying of Black women retail 
workers. 
This objective aimed to unpack in detail what the Black women working in the retail 
industry had experienced in terms of workplace bullying. Although there might be a lot 
of employees on the same level at work, not all of them get to experience workplace 
bullying, which is an unpleasant experience for those who go through it. Black women 
experience workplace bullying more than their male counterparts, mainly because of 
the intersection of their race and gender. Research has shown that employees who 
experience workplace bullying may get it in the form of constant criticism, offensive 
remarks, threats and sometimes physical harm. To show that the experience is 
unpleasant, employees who experience workplace bullying often refer to the acts 
directed at them as abuse, coercion, harassment, terrorism, and being diminished. 
None of the women who were being bullied mentioned that they had experienced 
workplace bullying in a physical form; it was mostly verbal. For example, Mpho 
mentioned how her manager would utter verbal remarks and shout at her. She 
mentioned that this shouting from her manager would make her cry at times. Crying 
was a way for Mpho to show that she was hurt and did not welcome the treatment she 
was receiving from her manager. Joy, Mulalo, Rose and Thabi also mentioned having 
experienced workplace bullying in the form of verbal abuse from their managers.  
• To analyse the different acts used by Black women retail workers to counter 
workplace bullying.  
This objective allowed the researcher to unpack the strategies that the women who 
were being bullied used to try and stop the bullying from happening or to cope with the 
bullying. Workplace bullying usually has some unpleasant psychological 
consequences. The main one is stress, which consequently caused malfunctions in 
the victim’s health as well as social life. Thabi mentioned how being bullied at work by 
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her manager was so stressful to her that she developed high blood pressure. Rose 
mentioned how she would get headaches, and felt like she was depressed at times. 
For Ompha, the health effects of the bullying she was receiving were physical. Ompha 
mentioned that she developed back pains because of standing for long periods of time; 
longer than she was supposed to, and she also mentioned that she developed eye 
problems because of looking at the till screen for long periods of time.  
However, although these women had experienced health and social malfunctions due 
to the bullying that they were experiencing, they chose to stay at work anyway. The 
most popular reason among the participants for staying in a toxic work environment 
was that they had to work and make money to support their families. Therefore, they 
had to come up with strategies to try and stop or just cope with the bullying. Mpho, 
Mulalo, Thabi and Joy reported the bullying in order to get it to stop. However, it just 
got worse because the people they reported the bullying to did not do anything to 
investigate their grievances. They then came up with strategies to cope with the 
bullying so that they would be able to live with it. These coping mechanisms mostly 
included avoiding the bully. However, Mulalo, Ompha, and Rose ended up leaving the 
stores they were working in when the bullying became unbearable. Resigning because 
of workplace bullying is usually the last option that the victim of workplace bullying has 
to escape the bullying.  
• To determine and comprehend the actions that the managers engage in at work 
that the Black women working in the retail industry interpret as bullying. 
Some examples of acts that may count as workplace bullying include intimidation; 
name-calling or insults; social and physical isolation, including withholding information; 
and overworking the worker. Joy and Ompha were expected to work overtime by their 
managers without being paid for the extra hours of work they did. Ompha mentioned 
how, during month end rush, her manager would expect her to work from 7:30am to 
8:00pm, sometimes without even getting lunch breaks. Ompha did not have a work 
contract, so she did everything she was told to do without complaining. For Joy, the 
manager would make her work overtime and tamper with the clocking machine so that 
all evidence that she had worked overtime could be erased. Therefore, Joy had no 
proof that she worked overtime, so she could not claim for overtime pay. 
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The data that was collected from the interviews generally shows that workplace 
bullying can be seen and understood through different lenses. However, each and 
every unique experience of workplace bullying is unpleasant. It has been argued that 
having a single definition of workplace bullying would help employees in reporting 
workplace bullying, and organisations in better resolving workplace bullying cases. 
Although this sounds theoretically ideal, practically it would not favour everyone. There 
are too many acts that count as workplace bullying, and having a single definition of 
workplace bullying would mean that some cases would be excluded if they did not fit 
the definition.  
There are many different definitions of workplace bullying. Although different, each 
definition stresses the unpleasant treatment of employees in the workplace. Black 
women working in the retail sector who have been bullied at work tend to define 
workplace bullying in relation to their personal experiences. However, they also stress 
how unpleasant the acts are.  For acts to be deemed workplace bullying, they need to 
be unpleasant and negative, consistent over time, intentional, and there has to be an 
imbalance of power between the bully and the victim. Structural power is an important 
aspect when classifying acts as workplace bullying, because workplace bullying often 
happens when the employee in a higher position mistreats those in subordinate 
positions. Black women who were interviewed were all bullied by either their 
supervisor or manager; someone who was structurally more powerful than then in the 
workplace. Black women often find themselves in positions where bullying them is 
easy. This is because they are intersectionally oppressed. Their race and gender place 
them in vulnerable positions both in society and the workplace, which makes them 
easy targets for bullying. It was found that Black women working in the retail sector 
are indeed in the firing line when it comes to being bullied by their managers or 
supervisors at work, and this is because they are Black and are women; so race and 
gender played a role in them being bullied. Furthermore, being bullied affected their 
health negatively, and also had a negative impact on their social lives.  
The researcher has set out some recommendations based on her methodological as 




Based on the experiences that the researcher had while having an interview with 
Ompha at a restaurant, she recommends that researchers should find a quiet space 
to conduct interviews to avoid noise and destructions. Noise as well as people’s 
movements disturb the flow of conversation between the researcher and the 
participant. The noise makes transcribing the interview challenging because the 
interview recording is not clear. 
Furthermore, the researcher recommends that future qualitative studies that focus on 
workplace bullying in the retail sector, specifically the experiences of Black women 
employees of workplace bullying, should use a larger sample size. A larger sample 
would help expand the findings to ultimately find out which form of workplace bullying 
is most common in the workplace. This would increase the pool of evidence that shows 
that workplace bullying exists and that interventions to stop it need to be put in place. 
The South African labour law still does not have labour policies that focus 
independently on workplace bullying. Therefore, the researcher recommends that 
workplace bullying should be recognised independently from popular forms of 
workplace harassment (such as sexual harassment) because it covers a wider range 
of unpleasant behaviours towards employees. This would improve how workplaces 
deal with workplace bullying, as systems could be put in place to protect employees 
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Dear Prospective Participant 
 
My name is Dzuvha Caroline Nenzhelele, a master’s student at the University of 
Johannesburg department of Sociology. I am currently in the process of conducting a 
study that seeks to understand the perspectives and experiences of Black women 
retail workers on the issue of workplace bullying. I would like to invite you to participate 
in the study, as the information you provide will add some value to it.  
 
Participating in the study will entail that you take part in an interview with me, which 
will be recorded provided that you agree to it being recorded. The recording of the 
interview is to ensure that your responses are accurately captured to avoid any 
misquotations. The recording will be kept in a safe space at the University’s 
department, and only me and my supervisor; Prof Grace Khunou will have access to 
it. This way, confidentiality will be maintained. The interview will take place at a location 
and time that is most convenient for you, and should take between an hour to an hour 
and a half to complete. Where direct quotations are used in the study report, anonymity 
will be maintained by using a pseudonym so that nothing can be traced back to you. 
 
Your choice to participate in the study is completely voluntary, and in no way will you 
be disadvantaged for choosing not to participate in it. Neither will you be advantaged 
for choosing to participate. Should you choose to participate in the study, it is within 
your right to withdraw from the interview at any point, and you will not be penalized for 
doing so either by the researcher, the University or the supervisor. If you want to see 
what your participation contributed towards, you may request for a summary of the 
paper as well as responses from other participants approximately a year after the 
interview takes place. This can be done by emailing me on the email address provided 
below. 
 
After completion of the study, the results may be featured in certain sociological journal 
articles, and even conference presentations. If you have any questions or concerns 
regarding the research, you are more than welcome to raise those with me by emailing 
me on the email address below or calling the number provided below.  
 
Thank you for taking your precious time to read the information on this information 
sheet. I look forward to you participating in the study. 
 
Dzuvha Caroline Nenzhelele 














I ………………………………………. have read, and understand the information 
provided to me regarding the study. I am well aware of what is expected from me as 
a participant of the study, and I agree to take part in the interview. I agree that the 
researcher can record the interview. I am aware of my right to withdraw from the 
interview at any point during the interview, and to not answer questions that I am not 
comfortable answering, without being penalised for doing so. I understand that the 
information I provide will be kept confidential, and that my identity will not be disclosed, 
therefore nothing I say can be traced back to me. I was made aware of how the 
information I provide will be used, therefore, I am giving consent for the information to 
be used in journal articles as well as other conference presentations. I am aware that 
should I have any interest to the study findings, they can be made available for me 
upon request to the researcher. 
 
Signature ………………………...         
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Research Topic:  
Workplace Bullying: Experiences and Perspectives of Black Women Retail Workers 
from Johannesburg. 
Research objectives:  
• To understand how workplace bullying is understood by Black women retail 
workers. 
• To examine the experiences of workplace bullying by Black women retail 
workers. 
• To analyse the different acts used by Black women retail workers to counter 
workplace bullying. 
• To determine and comprehend the actions that the managers engage in at work 
that the Black women working in the retail industry interpret as bullying. 
Interview guide questions: 
1. How old are you if you don’t mind me asking? 
2. What race are you? 
3. Where do you work? 
4. How long did you work there/ have you been working there? 
5. Are you/ were a full time or part time employee? 
6. Are you/ were you a member of a union? 
7. Can you please tell me what you understand workplace bullying as? 
8. Are you aware of any workplace bullying policies? Be it from your organisation 
or the South African Labour Law.  
9. Do you have any personal experiences of workplace bullying? Have you been 
bullied at work at some point? 
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10. Who was bullying you? 
11. Please explain what was being done that made you believe you were being 
bullied. 
12. How long did the bullying go on for? 
13. What do you think motivated the bullying/ why do you think you were a target 
for the bullying? (this question will help me determine in intersectionality played 
a role in these women being bullied) 
14. Do you think it is wise to report if one is being bullied at work by their manager? 
15. Did you report the bullying to anyone?  
• Why them?  
• Why did you not report (if it was not reported)? 
16. Did they help in solving your matter; did the bullying stop after you reported it? 
(this question will help me evaluate the effectiveness of HR departments as well 
as the union or even management in dealing with issues of workplace bullying) 
17. Who else did you confide in about the bullying?  
• Why? (Support system) 
18. Were your colleagues supportive of you? 
• How did they react to the fact that you were being bullied? 
19. How did the bullying affect your social life outside of work? 
20. How did the bullying affect your work life? For example, your productivity as well 
as your relationships with your colleagues. 
21. Did the bullying affect your health?  
• In what ways? 
22. What are some of the strategies you used to deal/cope with being bullied at 
work? How did you manage to go about your daily activities at work even though 
you were being bullied? 
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23. How did you/ how are you trying to break the bullying cycle? In other words, is 
there anything you did or have done to ensure that you caution being bullied in 
future? 
24. What do you think needs/needed to be done to stop workplace bullying in your 
organisation?  
 
Remark: some questions are in past and present tenses because they will be asked 
depending on whether the participant currently works in retail or have retired or 
resigned. 
 
 
